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This qualitative, interview-based study features nine multilingual faculty members 
at a major R1 university in the United States. They are all highly accomplished second-
language writers (SLWs), and the study draws upon their lived experience and expertise in 
guiding SLW graduate students who are seeking to develop their proficiency in an 
immersive English-language environment. The university writing center plays a key role as 
well, as a place where increasing numbers of SLW graduate students receive one-on-one 
assistance, and where many of the issues raised in the study take shape. With two 
additional interview subjects – the director of the writing center and an accomplished local 
poet – the pool is enriched to discuss timely topics that are at once practical, theoretical, 
and philosophical. The study is framed by the tension underlying the contrasting scholarly 
fields of Second Language Writing and the Translingual Approach in Writing Studies, 
representing pragmatic versus critical perspectives but also different assumptions and 
values regarding language and writing. By posing the guiding question “What is the target?” 
a diversity of subjects are examined including the impact of an English-language style of 
academic writing, how native-like second language writing is expected to be, and 
contrasting the norms of Standard Written English and language accuracy with conceptions 
of language mix and fluidity. Concerns are raised with some of translingualism’s innovative 
theorization, leading to the alternative proposal of “writing with an accent” that advocates 
for applying to writing the kind of tolerance and negotiation that typically occurs with L2 
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Recent times show us that ideals around global citizenship and international 
cooperation in academia may not be as sound as once thought. Assumptions that American 
universities would regularly welcome students from other countries, with different 
languages and from different academic cultures, have turned out to be rather vulnerable to 
the whims and interests of an administration in power. This study is based on values and 
practices that were deeply rooted before they were shaken by politics and pandemic 
disease, but the ideas that are explored, the research undertaken, and the results presented 
could be applied to other cultures and languages that would fulfill a role similar to English 
in the world today, and indeed these values and practices could return strongly in the 
United States. For these reasons, the subject that this study addresses – what is involved 
when people work to achieve professionally and intellectually by writing in what for them 
is an additional language – continues to be timely and important and concerns issues of 
communication and education that exist beyond a particular time and place. 
A seed moment for this study occurred early in my graduate program when a history 
professor discussed with me that she didn’t know how to respond to all the nonstandard 
English she was receiving, particularly from the international students. She said she isn’t an 
English teacher and doesn’t know how much feedback to give, what expectations to have, 
or how to assess this aspect of student writing. This window into the faculty perspective 
intrigued me, and in the course of conducting my dissertation research, a particular group 
emerged that eventually became the focus: faculty who are themselves second language 
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writers (SLW)1. According to a couple of articles on multilingual faculty, little attention has 
been focused on the unique experiences of this group as learners, writers, and teachers 
(Cavazos, 2015; Geller, 2011). I wanted to know would they have special points to reveal 
about writing in English; about working with graduate student SLWs, the other main group 
that makes up the study; about how to consider the prevalence of nonstandard English 
being produced in an increasingly multilingual world?   
The study  
This dissertation is a qualitative, interview-based study designed around a focal 
group of multilingual faculty at a major Research 1 university in the United States, the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC)2. They are all highly successful writers 
in English, and they all work closely with SLW graduate students. They are treated in both 
capacities – as the writers and as those who are assisting aspiring writers. Therefore, 
graduate students are also a major focus, and we can expect them to be especially serious 
about wanting to increase their proficiency in English-language academic writing (Simpson 
et al., 2016). The university writing center is a focus as well, as a place where SLW graduate 
students often go for Ion-one assistance with their writing and where I have worked with 
them extensively. It is also a site from where I drew many of the interview subjects. 
Three themes are foundational to the study: the value of talking about writing, the 
value of working Ion-one, and approaching the topic as an educator: 
 
1 “Second language” or L2 refers to a language that a person learns after their native language, 
which is typically designated as L1. Because English is, at least for the moment, privileged as the 
world academic lingua franca, it is the assumed additional target language within such terms as 
Second Language Acquisition and Second Language Writing. In the context of this study, a second 
language writer is someone who is writing in English, but English is not their L1.  
2 Participants were aware that the location would be named. This is discussed in Chapter 3: 
Methods. 
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1). Talking with people about their writing is at the heart of the study design – 
conducting interviews – but it is also a central feature of the writing center, the very 
existence of which is based on students benefitting from talking about their writing (Bruce, 
2009; Davis et al., 2010; Mackiewicz & Thompson, 2015).  
2). It is the Ion-one work that occurs at the writing center and in the teacher 
conferencing discussed by the faculty in the interviews that some researchers consider the 
most valuable feedback SLWs receive to increase their language proficiency (Ferris & 
Hedgcock, 2014).  
3). The emphasis is on the participants’ role as educators, drawing upon their 
knowledge base as well as their own lived experience. This includes the faculty subjects 
and the peer consultants at the writing center. While the faculty are not English as a second 
language (ESL)3 or writing studies specialists, and the writing center consultants (the term 
the center uses for the trained tutors who work with the writers) may not be specialists in 
the writers’ content area, they do all have expertise in assisting students to become better 
writers in academic English  (Mackiewicz & Thompson, 2014; Min, 2016a; Thonus, 1993). 
The focus on the writing center is key. Many SLW writers make use of the 
university’s writing center, averaging over 65 percent of the more than 7,000 consultations 
a year (Writers Workshop internal data, 2020). The consultant that a writer works with 
 
3 All the terms associated with language use, such as native speaker or ESL (English as a second 
language), are fraught with history and political perspective and are problematic due to 
assumptions they harbor about language dominance. For simplicity’s sake, I use terminology that 
generally appears in mainstream discussions. This includes ESL, native/nonnative English speaker, 
L1 (the primary language one grows up using, sometimes referred to as one’s native language), L2 
(a second language learned after the critical period of language acquisition), SLW (second-language 
writer – someone who writes in English, but English is not their L1), and multilingual (someone 
who speaks more than one language fluently).  
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acts as a gateway into the English-language academic writing culture, but also as a 
gatekeeper in that they are imparting to the writer what the target standards are. In this 
study, we meet graduate students who see the writing center as a place to get answers and 
guidance, but we also hear from a consultant who, while he feels a great responsibility to 
assist the students with what they bring in, says he sometimes struggles to figure out the 
correct position to take between having the student leave the session with their authentic 
voice versus a text scrubbed clean of nonstandard formulations. In other words, what is the 
target? 
The question “what is the target” occurs repeatedly, both explicitly and implicitly, 
and frames the study. It is what the aspiring second language writer is aiming for, but also 
the goal that the person who is assisting them has in mind when they offer their support. It 
is the basis of the question raised by the history professor mentioned earlier when she 
wonders about the appropriate expectations to have. It applies at the writing center (How 
close to native-like English does the student’s writing need to be?), among the faculty who 
were interviewed (Is there a particular English style of writing to impart?, What forms of 
feedback should be given?), and in the university community at large (What are 
consequences of students paying to have their papers edited that are not reflections of the 
writer’s work? How much is the onus on the SLW writer to produce “easily digestible 
language” or should the audience be educated to accept “accented” writing?).  
Researcher subjectivity 
Common to many dissertations is that they arise out of the author’s own experience 
and deeply personal interests (Luker, 2008). As Alan Peshkin (1988), noted for his work in 
qualitative research in education and the subjectivity of the researcher, puts it: “Is it 
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possible to write a book about human beings in their social capacities without that book 
also being about the author? I think not” (p. 19).  
My background and positionality 
This is certainly the case for this study, which has its roots in my history working 
with second language writers. I first did this when I moved from the United States to the 
Netherlands in the early 1980s and went on to live there for twenty years. Ronald Reagan 
was in office; Eastern Europe was “behind the iron curtain;” the IRA, El Salvador and 
Nicaragua, and Mikhail Gorbachov headlined the news. Spain and Portugal were not yet 
members of what was then called the European Economic Community, the nuclear 
meltdown at Chernobyl had not yet occurred. In Amsterdam, being a migrant meant you 
had moved to the city from one of the Dutch provinces, far less complicated than what it 
means today.  
I wasn’t initially interested in language work, but it was difficult to find a job 
because unemployment was high and preference was given first to citizens of the 
Netherlands, then to those from other EEC-member states. Americans were not even on the 
list, unless of course you did work that could not be filled by Dutch or European citizens. 
This was the case with a job I found in a language school that promoted itself as featuring 
native-speaker teachers, and so I became a teacher of American English, in contrast to the 
many teachers in the country who came from the UK. The school offered classes at people’s 
workplaces designed around language they needed in their jobs, so I worked at banks, 
Schiphol Airport, Heineken world headquarters, a company that trained railroad personnel, 
an international coffee and chocolate manufacturer, and several import/export companies 
around the country.  
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After my children were born, I transitioned into working on people’s texts in order 
to travel less. I became an English-language “author’s editor,” specializing in academic 
writing and hired by, for example, students who were seeking correction before submitting 
work to a professor or scholars before sending a manuscript to a publisher. Because 
universities were eager for their students to succeed beyond a domestic stage, they paid for 
such editing, and this was a lucrative field. The Dutch generally have high-level English but 
writing often needs correction, especially for submission to publishers. I worked on 
innumerable papers, journal articles, MA theses, PhD dissertations, and books. I set up my 
own business and became involved in the 400-member Society for English-Native-Speaking 
Editors (SENSE), a national organization, and was elected President for two terms. Through 
SENSE we were able to receive high-level training, usually by people brought over from the 
UK; meet with peer colleagues to discuss how to handle tricky language issues; and create 
social opportunities for many who were working on their own as isolated freelancers 
(Chason, 2008).  In addition, I wrote for several English-language publications and was 
involved with pirate radio as a writer and presenter. 
When I returned to the US in the early 2000s, I earned my MA in Teaching English as 
a Second Language (MATESL) with a specialization in Writing Studies at UIUC and have 
since taught academic English-language writing at universities in China and Vietnam and 
around the country in California, Boston, New York, and Illinois. After several years gaining 
teaching experience, I returned to UIUC to work on a PhD at the College of Education in 
Global Studies in Education, now with a concentration in Writing Studies, and have worked 
with SLWs and international students as a consultant at the university writing center; an 
instructor of academic writing at the Intensive English Institute; a Community Aide in 
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Family and Graduate Housing; and as a Research Partner with the Education Justice 
Project, working with incarcerated men at Danville Correctional Center who are becoming 
ESL instructors. Together with others I’ve published on embedding critical thinking in 
second-language paragraph writing (Chason et al., 2017) and a study comparing face-to-
face and online writing center work (Wisniewski et al., 2020). 
While I hadn’t originally anticipated the career that has developed, I have become 
deeply committed to assisting SLWs as they increase their proficiency, and I often draw 
upon my own experience when teaching and consulting. I’ve developed expertise in the 
craft, and I’m also fascinated that the research and scholarship in the various fields can 
approach similar topics with very different assumptions and values. I looked forward to a 
dissertation that would be an opportunity to range widely over the topics I’ve thought 
about for many years and would allow me to explore the understandings I’ve come to about 
language, culture, and writing. 
Language sensibility  
Living immersed in a different language and culture as I did for twenty years in the 
Netherlands was one of the most transformative experiences of my life. Doing this in 
western Europe is not as different for an American as many places could be but, still, 
coming to understand at one’s core and grounded in personal experience that culture is 
socially constructed, that assumptions about societies are entirely relative and non-
essential, and that people around the world are taking very different approaches to how to 
set up and run societies, how to educate and communicate, how to be human, is profound.                              
This has applied equally to my developing appreciation of language, which I’ve 
drawn upon in my teaching and other scholarship. Like ESL students in the US, when I lived 
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in the Netherlands I was immersed in the target language and culture and learned to speak 
Dutch as a second language. Something I did not expect is that speaking Dutch feels 
different to me from speaking English. English is basically a subject-verb-object structured 
language – SVO.  Dutch, in contrast, is an SOV language, subject-object-verb.  Following are 
examples of a translated sentence and question taken from a Wikipedia entry on Dutch 
language word order (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dutch_language): 
I can my pen not find because it too dark is. 
Can you your pen not find? 
English is a verb-centered language – I cannot find my pen – and current contemporary 
usage privileges the verbs. For example, style books tell us to write in the present tense 
with strong verbs and active rather than passive voice. American culture can itself, I 
believe, be described as a pragmatic, verb-oriented culture. When speaking English, I feel 
like I am pointed forward, leading with the head. Dutch, on the other hand, often has the 
verb at the end of the sentence. When I speak Dutch, I feel like I am in a different place in 
the sentence, like I, the subject, am sitting in the middle, surrounded by the sentence, and 
that the object is more important, more central, than the action. This for me resonates with 
my feelings about Dutch culture, which is described as historically home- and interior-
oriented; it is Dutch culture, after all, that is known for the still-life painting.  
When I shared this observation in one of the study interviews, with a philosophy 
professor from Norway, and asked if she recognizes such a sensibility, she responded about 
where she comes from: 
…it is a place of extreme, harsh beauty, barren and rough, and nature will kill 
you. So what do Norwegian people do on a Friday or Saturday or Sunday – when 
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people in other countries, warmer countries, go to church, to mosque – they go hiking 
in the mountains, often alone. You will see few people, go up and up the mountain; it is 
spectacular, sublime and becomes more and more quiet. And they have a way of being 
there, and a way with each other. And of getting things back to their proper place. You 
don’t have to be educated or accomplished – it is magnificent, and you are 
insignificant. And you come from a history of people doing this stuff. And if you write to 
a people who have all that – and have trolls in the mountains and spirits in the forest 
and they come out when the weather turns – and you’re used to how the weather turns 
dramatically just like that [slaps her hands] – and you have words for that – lots of 
words for that and for lots of moods – so if you want to communicate to that people in 
that language, somehow you have to do it so it connects with that… 
This underlying interest of mine in the subjectivities and lived experience related to 
language difference is present throughout the study. It is present when we discuss in the 
interviews how it feels to do your most important intellectual and professional work in a 
language “that is not your own,” as one person put it; it is reflected when I ask the writers 
what do you gain and what do you lose in working in English? It is also why I extended the 
focal group to go beyond the practicing scholars and include a local poet (Topical Chapter 
3), in order to wrestle in a more philosophical exchange around the nature of language and 
communication. 
English in the world 
But there is another underlying interest that exists as a personal, intellectual, 
political, and ongoing tension, and this concerns how to think about the role of English in 
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the world and how to position myself in the scholarly fields that focus on writing in English 
by second language writers, based on different principles and with different assumptions. 
Dream of a common language  
I have been attracted to English as a Second Language work because I deeply believe 
in the value and promise of increased human communication – never in history have so 
many people shared a common language. The classic example is a Spanish scientist and a 
Finnish scientist collaborating in a research lab in Poland, in English. Over two billion 
people in the world are said to be actively learning English (Crystal. 2004; The British 
Council, 2013), and in many places it is being taught earlier – in the critical window of 
second language acquisition – and becoming more institutionalized in schooling, such as 
China, Korea, and many countries of the EU (Bolton & Graddol, 2012; Brown, 1987; 
Graddol, 2001; Jin & Cortazzi, 2002; Smith, 2018; Wilden & Porsch, 2017). 
But in our post-colonial and globalizing world, this predominance of a world 
language is both lauded as a human triumph and denounced as cultural hegemony. Over 
the years, the field of ESL has been fraught with association with Anglo-American cultural 
and language imperialism (Pennycook, 1994, 2010; Phillipson, 1992); the social hierarchies 
imposed by Standard Written English (Bourdieu, 1991; Graddol, 2001; Kachru & Nelson, 
2001; Quirk, 2006; Strevens, 2006), discrimination that results via language ideologies 
among varieties of English such as African American Vernacular English as well as world 
Englishes (Ahearn, 2012; Alim & Smitherman, 2012; Gilyard, 2016; Kachru, 1985; Labov, 
2013), the flaws of universalism whereby the (usually western) writer assumes a common 
understanding across cultures that may very well not exist (Ramanathan & Atkinson, 
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1999), and the threat of extinction to smaller languages in the world (Pennycook, 1994), to 
name a few. 
Recognizing and facing this clash was another source of this dissertation study, 
something I confronted personally in Amsterdam when I was more than once accused of 
carrying out the work of the cultural imperialists by teaching English. It has become a 
conundrum that I’ve written about in my reflective writing for coursework and personal 
journaling. I experienced it as what Peshkin (1988) calls a researcher’s subjective and 
emotional warm spot (p. 18). Kristin Luker (2008) describes it as the personal itch you are 
wanting to scratch with your research project (p. 62). It is what Amos Hatch (2002) calls 
your confession, your deep dive into self-reflective analysis of your research interests (p. 
193).  
Walking a tightrope 
I questioned myself often enough about how to think about this and what role I was 
playing, and I was thrilled when I discovered the work of A. Suresh Canagarajah and 
translingualism, the critical linguists Alistair Pennycook and Robert Phillipson, the hugely 
influential position taken by the Conference on College Composition and Communication 
known as Students’ Right to Their Own Language (1974), and scholars and perspectives that 
put the work in the context of cultural studies, history, language change and evolution, 
political economy, difference, and social and linguistic justice.   
However, fellow ESL practitioners often have not been attracted to writers and 
topics such as these. Rather, they have tended to disparage them as impractical, or perhaps 
they align with them intellectually but consider them not at all pertinent to their students 
or to what should go on in the classroom. Writing Studies folks, in contrast, often act as if it 
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is obvious that Standard Written English (SWE) is an imperialist construct, that we should 
recognize our role in reproducing privileged hierarchies, take a stand toward linguistic 
justice, and classroom work should incorporate this awareness.   
My studies and practice have come to take place in these adjacent but distinct 
disciplinary worlds, designated in this study as Second Language Writing, which is largely 
ESL-oriented, and Writing Studies, which is associated with the discipline of College English 
and Composition and Rhetoric and includes the Translingual Approach.4 SLW and 
translingualism can also, in many ways, be distinguished as pedagogical versus critical, 
practical versus theoretical. Posing the dichotomy this way may be an oversimplified and 
incomplete binary, but it has been a real and persistent tension for me: On the one side, 
developing the practical teaching skills to enhance proficiency and accuracy, on the other, 
critiquing, historicizing, and deconstructing. On the one side correcting errors, on the other 
encouraging flexibility and negotiation. On the one side stressing English only in the 
classroom, on the other allowing creative language mix and invention.  
Of course, I am not the only one to have noted such a divide. Ken Hyland and Liz 
Hamp-Lyons, editors of the Journal of English for Academic Purposes, put it this way in their 
Introduction to the first issue in 2002:     
A final and central issue concerns the extent to which EAP [English for 
Academic Purposes] is a pragmatic or a critical discipline. Do we see our role as 
 
4 Distinctions among the terms discipline, field, and approach are not significant to my points, and 
they have not been applied rigorously. The major contrast in the study is between ESL-oriented 
Second Language Writing and what is often termed the Translingual Approach, situated mostly 




developing students’ academic literacy skills to facilitate their effective participation 
in academic communities? Or do we have a responsibility to interrogate our 
theoretical and pedagogic assumptions and provide learners with ways of 
examining the academic sociopolitical status quo to critique these cultural and 
linguistic resources? Put simply, is the EAP teacher’s job to replicate and reproduce 
existing forms of discourse (and thus power relations) or to develop an 
understanding of them so they can be challenged? (p. 9). 
In 2015, a full-scale debate broke out between those scholars who tend to identify 
with Second Language Writing and those who align with the Translingual Approach and 
Writing Studies (Atkinson et al., 2015). I discuss this in Chapter 2: Framing the Study.  
It was attending to this divide in myself that drew me to want to speak with others 
about SLW and eventually brought me to design the focal group of professors who are 
second language writers. I didn’t ask them expressly about the disciplinary dispute – they 
are not writing specialists – but I discussed with them their personal experiences as 
writers in academic English and about what they do with their own SLW graduate students 
who are aspiring to achieve what they have accomplished. In Chapter 5: Discussion, I 
consider what I have learned in the interviews in terms of how it fits with the scholarship. 
By problematizing what was presenting problems for myself, I asked, “what is the 
target?” and this has become a guiding approach to the study. Following is a brief summary 






Chapter 1: Introduction: Thoughts and Tensions 
Here I discuss my background and personal motivation for conducting the study, 
including my own experience as an SLW in Dutch when living in the Netherlands. I 
elaborate the fundamental values of talking about writing and working Ion-one, lay out the 
tensions that exist in different approaches to SLW, and explain “what is the target?”    
Chapter 2: Literature Review: Framing the Study 
This chapter provides context for the study by rooting it in a political economy 
perspective, the rise of writing in general, and writing in English in particular. It traces the 
development of the SLW field, its alignment with English as a Second Language (ESL) and 
Second Language Acquisition (SLA) scholarship, and commonalities as well as differences 
between the fields of SLW and Writing Studies. It highlights the debate between Second 
Language Writing and the Translingual Approach and how this fits within the current 
theoretical paradigm of writing as social and contextualized practice. 
Chapter 3: Methods: A Qualitative Study 
This chapter reviews how I designed and carried out the study. Forty-eight 
interviews were conducted with four groups of people – faculty, graduate student SLWs, 
peer consultants at the writing center who work with graduate student SLWs, and 
university administrators who work with writing support and ESL programming. A focal 
group was developed of nine faculty who are themselves SLWs plus an additional two: the 
director of the writing center and a local poet. I describe the qualitative research principles 
I followed, show the evolution of my thinking as I proceeded, detail the process of coding 
the interviews, and discuss crafting the text. 
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Chapter 4: Research Results: In Four Topical Chapters 
This chapter begins the section of the dissertation that is based on what the 
participants shared in the interviews. It is organized into four Topical Chapters that include 
the participants’ profiles and incorporate literature and discussion of issues that exist 
within the topic areas:  
Topical Chapter 1: Beyond Language concerns an English-language academic writing 
style that the participants say they all recognize and mostly have come to 
appreciate. They also explain that clearly discernible, westernized versions of 
academic writing in their L1s now exist. 
Topical Chapter 2: Working Ion-One: Faculty Conferencing, Writing Centers, and 
Editors for Hire focuses on the work the faculty members engage in with their 
graduate students, how writing centers are changing as more and more SLWs go 
there for assistance, and the choice and ramifications for some students to hire an 
editor. 
Topical Chapter 3: Writer Intentionality recognizes that SLWs often write what they 
can say rather than what they want to say and features discussion with a poet about 
language and communication more generally. It discusses the outdated notions of 
“native speaker” and “language ownership” when English is used by so many as the 
international lingua franca and emphasizes the importance of talking with the 
writer to clarify intent. 
Topical Chapter 4: Writing with an Accent raises the central issue of writing 
standards and presents different points of view on language difference and applying 
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Standard Written English. It makes clear where the participants stand on some of 
the issues that have been raised and leads to the idea of “writing with an accent.” 
Chapter 5: Discussion: Concerns and a Resolution 
Here I analyze what the participants have contributed in the Topical Chapters, 
return to comparing the divide between Second Language Writing and the Translingual 
Approach, discuss some of the underlying themes and assumptions, and present my own 
perspective on the issues that are at stake.  
Chapter 6: Conclusion and Future Work 
This chapter closes the study and presents some ideas for where I may take this 







Literature Review: Framing the Study 
 
 
This chapter draws on literature, history, and debates within Second Language 
Writing, Writing Studies, the Translingual Approach, and associated fields to establish and 
explain the context of the dissertation. First, I discuss the political economy of academic 
writing in English, including the numbers of those who have chosen to study in English-
language immersive environments. I then discuss the history of the fields of Writing 
Studies and Second Language Writing with a focus on the social and contextualized 
theorizing about writing and writing instruction, the developing interest in multilingual 
writers, and the debate that characterizes the two disciplinary areas that have come to be 
most concerned with second language writing – Second Language Writing and the 
Translingual Approach – but do so based on different assumptions and approaches. 
 This is not the only place I discuss literature. In the Results section, which is where 
the interview findings are presented in four Topical Chapters, I incorporate scholarly work 
that is specific to topics that arise.  
The recent rise of writing 
Writing scholar Deborah Brandt (2015) looks at the shift from reading to writing in 
the United States in the 21st century, situated within the emergence of the knowledge or 
information economy that is based not in the manufacturing of things but of services, ideas, 
data, news (p. 3). She argues we are in the process of making an historic turn in mass 
literacy in which “writing is overtaking reading as the skill of critical consequence” (p. 161), 
a period in which more and more people write for prolonged periods of time, often as part 
of their work, but also for social media, self-expression, and avocation.   
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Brandt (2015) thinks of literacy as a resource similar to natural or raw materials – 
that what land was to the agricultural economy or iron to the manufacturing economy, 
literacy, knowledge and communication skills are to the information economy (p. 6). Evan 
Watkins (2015), in Literacy Work in the Reign of Human Capital, similarly presents 
“information-based production” as a major form of economic value in the present period. 
Those who labor in this economy via their human capital often do literacy work, and they 
are literacy subjects, with the significant distinction that literacy is not a commodity but an 
asset (p. 135). Literacy is not a product one has created that can be owned or traded but 
rather a resource (p. 121) that becomes part of one’s own personal means of production (p. 
131), which has resounding ramifications for how individuals operate within and are 
affected by their particular material conditions. He contends that “human capital has 
emerged as the single most important productive source of economic value in 
contemporary conditions” (p. 123).  
Recognizing the centrality of literacy in these ways allows us to appreciate the 
lengths to which families and individuals will go to secure it, and to account for not only the 
value it holds for individuals but also for the value those individuals can have in the wider 
arenas in which their skills are sought and put to use (Brandt, 2015, p. 5). But we need to 
add that it is not just literacy and writing that carry such impact: it is writing in English.  
Political and economic conditions 
The concerns at the core of this study arise due to changing material conditions in 
the world that lead to increasing numbers of people choosing, indeed needing, to learn 
English (Mair, 1994; Park & Wee, 2013; Pennycook, 1994; Prendergast, 2008; Scott, 2009). 
In addition, they are due to the changing environments at universities, in the US and many 
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other countries, that have been seeking to attract the revenue of international students and 
to diversify and globalize their campuses, resulting in increasingly large numbers of classes 
with mixed language backgrounds and proficiencies (Canagarajah, 2002b; McNamara, 
2018; Santos, 2001; Simpson et al., 2016).  
And they exist within a political context as well. For example, Norman Fairclough 
(2006) positions his treatment of language within the various competing discourses of 
globalization and discusses how language can and should be incorporated in related 
cultural, political, and economic analyses of the global. He claims that there is a particular 
version of globalization – “globalism” – that is based on American and western dominance, 
which has succeeded in achieving a normative status when it comes to referring to 
globalization (p. 7). Within this context, he interrogates the widely accepted term 
“knowledge-based economy” (KBE) and asserts that the term itself has been part of an 
intended strategy:  
[T]he emergence of the KBE as an international strategy is in large part due to the 
USA’s decision in the late 1980s to base its bid to defend its global economic 
hegemony from European and East Asian competition on its supremacy in 
knowledge industries and what came to be called “intellectual property,” and the 
dominant version of the KBE is the globalist version associated with the 
convergence of the two nodal discourses of globalism and the KBE (p. 48). 
So, according to Fairclough, to say we are living in the Information Age or 
knowledge-based economy should not be treated as an unassailable, neutral, or inevitable 
state of affairs. For one thing, many people in the world do not live in an economy based on 
services and data and information, and even those who do are not all oriented toward the 
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western, American-dominated version of it. Yet, to a very great extent, it was this concerted 
move carried out by the United States – this strategy, as he calls it, to dominate the 
knowledge-based economy and intellectual property – that has been successful, and those 
who seek to achieve in the contemporary world increasingly have little choice but to do so 
in English.   
Theresa Lillis and Mary Jane Curry’s (2010) highly regarded work on English-
language-dominated international academic publishing directly links to world economics 
by focusing on three dimensions of the industry: geographic, which considers the 
immediate local context of institutions and departments, regions and states; geolinguistic, 
which concerns which languages are used and which are not; and geopolitical, which 
identifies the influential policies for research and evaluation systems on local, national, and 
supranational levels (p. 6). Their geolinguistic sites map with Braj Kachru’s (1985) three 
circles of World English users: the “Inner Circle” of native speakers, such as the United 
States, United Kingdom, and Australia; the “Expanding Circle,” including many European 
countries, where English is used as a foreign language and increasingly as an instrumental 
language in education, commerce, media and entertainment; and the “Outer Circle” of 
former colonial sites such as India, Singapore, and Nigeria where English is a second or 
official language. They then map these in turn with World System economic categories of 
center and periphery (Wallerstein, 1991) and attempt to describe and explain practices 
within the industry in contrasting regions. John Trimbur (2012) lauds their work for 
locating international English-medium academic publishing in a stratified world systems 
approach, in contrast to globalization theories more commonly held in writing studies that 
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tend to “represent the circulation of writing as virtually frictionless, where digital signals 
transmit texts, knowledge, and information electronically across global fields” (p. 725). 
Lillis (2012) further shines a light on the increasing and contentious use of 
bibliometrics (i.e., citation statistics) such as the “impact factor” (IF), a comparative 
indicator for evaluation of academic performance across disciplines in higher education 
based on publication citations. She analyzes the role played by “centering institutions,” 
such as Thomas Reuters, and the Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI), created in 1960, 
which buttress the market while clearly privileging English (pp. 702-703). Scott 
Montgomery (2013) points out that the metrics in citation indices are especially important 
in scientific fields, where they are used by institutions, departments, individual 
researchers, and even nations to judge scientific standing, priorities, and funding, and their 
adoption are a key factor in the consolidation of English-language journals and the 
institutionalization and diffusion of scientific scholarship in English (p. 121). According to 
Ken Hyland (2016a), academic publishing is now an enormous industry with around six 
million scholars in 17,000 universities producing over 1.5 million peer reviewed articles 
each year, with many careers tied to gaining acceptance in high profile journals and citation 
databases such as the Web of Knowledge, noting again that these are usually published in 
English (p. 58).  
Choosing for an English-language immersive environment 
These global political, economic, and academic developments are among the 
pressures that bring students to study and work here in the US and other English-language 
environments. This study focuses particularly on international graduate students at UIUC 
as the university becomes home to increasing numbers of international students. Of course, 
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“international student” is not to be equated with second-language English speaker, a 
stereotype that is too often held (Horner & Tetreault, 2017, p. 3; Matsuda, 2006). Indeed, 
many international students at American universities are L1 speakers of English, coming, 
for example, from Uganda, India, South Africa, Canada, Australia, the UK, and many people 
who grow up in the US are not solely English-language speakers and may not identify as 
native speakers of English. But while we acknowledge that the terms are not 
interchangeable, it is a fact that most of the second-language English speakers at this 
university are international students, and for this reason both terms – international 
student and second language writer – occur regularly throughout the text in reference to 
L2 speakers and writers.   
  This choice to study in an immersive English-language environment is occurring as 
those in the Outer and Expanding circles of countries that use English as an imposed 
language, as Kachru (1985) described, have now grown up learning English in school 
beginning at an earlier age (Jin & Cortazzi, 2002; Wilden & Porsch, 2017). Growing up with 
English is significant because it constitutes exposure in the critical period of language 
acquisition, through around age ten (Brown, 1987; Smith, 2018), even if the quality of the 
education is not always ideal (Bolton & Graddol, 2012). That this is occurring in so many 
countries can be expected to institutionalize English use worldwide at least for the near 
future and may be one of the reasons why several who were interviewed in the study 
mentioned they feel the international students they work with now seem notably more 
proficient and fluent English-users than in the past. 
Although projections for the numbers of international students studying in the US 
have been thrown into chaos by the COVID-19 pandemic and the Trump administration’s 
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restrictions on programs and visas (Redden, 2020), in 2018 those in the top ten states and 
more highly-ranked institutions were holding steady or expected to see growth (Redden, 
2018). This included UIUC where the numbers of international students have been 
regularly ranked as among the highest at any public university in the country: around 25 
percent overall, with international graduate students making up half of all graduate 
students. In 2019 the numbers were reportedly at an all-time high (College Factual, 2019; 
International Student & Scholar Services, 2019; Wurth, 2019). 
 Pre-COVID-19, other English-speaking countries were also experiencing marked 
increases in international student enrollment, for example the UK, Canada, Australia, 
Ireland, New Zealand (The Daily, 2018; Ferguson & Sherrell, 2019; O’Mahony, 2019; 
Redden, 2019; Stuff, 2018). There had also been an increase in establishing English-
medium universities and programs in countries that are not English-language speaking, for 
example, Germany, the Netherlands, Italy, Japan, Vietnam, China, the Nordic countries, 
Eastern Europe (Mitchell, 2016; Hockenos, 2016). While much of this has been related to 
universities seeking international enrollment to boost support since the economic 
downturn of 2008 (Altbach, 2013), as well as Americans looking for cheaper tuition 
alternatives abroad (Nykiel, 2017), it also indicates the increasing numbers of students 
around the world who have been seeking English-language development and qualification 
(Minsky, 2016).  
 It is notable that pushback has occurred in some of these environments, with 
critique developing over too much education that takes place in English. For example, in 
the Netherlands, where 75 percent of Master’s degree programs are taught in English, there 
have been recent moves to try to reverse such trends or to require international students 
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to learn some Dutch (Licheva, 2018; Matthews, 2019). Several court cases have been 
involved there which, at the time of this writing, have not succeeded, and there are some 
contrary expectations as well that such English-based programs will expand even more 
with many UK citizens moving to the Netherlands because their companies wish to remain 
in the EU post-Brexit (Holligan, 2018). 
Post-COVID, post-Brexit, post-global American dominance in the world – I am not 
presuming to predict what will happen to the role of English in the future. There are many 
linguistic and sociolinguistic developments impacting on the evolving forms English takes 
as it is used as an international language and as a global lingua franca (Jenkins, 2009, 2014; 
Seidlhofer, 2011), and while the points I make might be applicable to any dominating, 
hegemonic world language that others need to learn in order to engage and succeed in the 
world, that is not what this study is about. Rather, this study is about those who have 
chosen to work within an English-language immersive environment. It is about the SLW 
graduate students who are doing this now at UIUC, and the focal group of SLW faculty who 
have also all studied in such environments when they were graduate students and are 
working in that environment now, setting examples and assisting their SLW graduate 
students to achieve in English.   
Literacy sponsors in L2 English  
To focus on these writers, I turn again to Brandt.  
Brandt (2001, 2015) is recognized for her ethnographic literacy narratives that she 
gathered over years of interviewing as she sought out people’s accounts of the role of 
reading and writing in their lives. I adopt and adapt her method, which I discuss in detail in 
the Methods chapter, Chapter 3. I also adopt her sensibility – that it is in talking with 
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people, patiently and at length, that they can reveal “how sociopolitical developments 
register in felt experience – how people move through history and how history moves 
through them” (2015, p. 8). 
In addition, Brandt’s work is based on what she calls sponsors of literacy, defined as 
“any agents, local or distant, concrete or abstract, who enable, support, teach, model, as 
well as recruit, regulate, suppress, or withhold literacy—and gain advantage by it in some 
way” (2001, p.19). It is an extremely elastic conceptualization that focuses on the social 
relations and social practices of literacy rather than merely the acquisition of reading and 
writing skills (Street, 2003). 
But I also contrast with Brandt (2015) in some very important ways. She has 
focused on writing by mostly native-speaking English-language writers. My focus is on 
SLWs, in particular those who have chosen to move to an immersive English-language 
environment. Therefore, the literacy sponsors I focus on are not ones that affected these 
writers’ primary literacy – they have that in their L1, and as academics and graduate 
students they can be expected to be highly accomplished – but rather those who support, 
teach, model, as well as suppress and regulate them in the development of their literacy in 
English. In addition, she focuses on the work of people whose livelihood is writing (p. 4). 
Indeed, faculty are professional and published writers, but my interest in them is in their 
role as educators, along with others who impact on SLWs’ increasing proficiency in 
academic English, especially when this is done Ion-one, including writing center 
consultants, editors for hire, and other “gatekeepers” that inform SLWs about English 
language standards and academic culture.  
 26 
In this chapter that frames the study, I look now at the history of the fields of SLW 
and Writing Studies that includes the development of the Translingual Approach and at 
how these differ when it comes to treating writing in English. I outline some of the history 
of the development of the fields, show how they have intertwined, and also illuminate 
tensions that exist between different approaches. So, while Brandt’s focus is on the recent 
rise of writing, I now turn to the development of the field of Second Language Writing.  
The rise of Second Language Writing 
 
Traditional SLA and its view of SLW  
 
Second Language Acquisition (SLA) is the study of the processes by which human 
beings learn language(s) additional to their native or first language (L2 or L3 versus L1). 
Children have an innate ability to pick up language but after puberty must learn another 
language as they would any other subject (Gass and Selinker, 2001; Ritchie & Bhatia, 1996; 
Smith, 2018). SLA is a subfield of Applied Linguistics (AL) and includes influences from 
linguistics, psychology, cognitive psychology, neuroscience, and education (Matsuda, 2011, 
p. 21). There are many competing theories for SLA, with none considered definitive, and 
over the years there have been many approaches to teaching second languages, including 
grammar-translation, audiolingual, communicative, task-based, and, more recently, 
bilingual and translanguaging approaches (Garcia, 2009; Garcia & Wei, 2013). 
SLA and AL have traditionally been concerned with speaking and listening rather 
than reading and writing (Aitchison, 2013, p. 15; Hall, 2018, p. 39; Matsuda, 2003b, p. 16; 
Silva & Leki, 2004), and this is a major reason for the rise of the field of Second Language 
Writing. According to Lourdes Ortega (2012), second language acquisition researchers 
have typically been uninterested in the development of L2 writing because they consider 
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literacy (i.e., reading and writing) “a culture-dependent, secondary manifestation of human 
language, a derivation of the primal oral capacity of language that all healthy individuals of 
our species share, allegedly regardless of culture, education, or walk of life” (p. 405). In 
other words, those whose work is the study of how a language is acquired in adult life 
mostly study spoken language and have not found it useful to focus on writing: “SLA 
researchers often view L2 written data with suspicion on the grounds that composing and 
revising processes allow for ample language monitoring, making the resulting written texts 
– the logic goes – unreliable as evidentiary windows into the emerging nature of L2 
systems” (p. 405). 
Furthermore, in Tony Silva and Ilona Leki’s (2004) review of the history of English-
language writing pedagogy, they point out that, when applied linguistics and SLA studies  
have taken up writing, they’ve tended toward positivist, objectivist, and empirical 
perspectives and methodologies with limited orientation to process:  
 [SLA] scholars’ first instinct in attempting to understand L2 writing has been to 
break up the huge research task involved and focus on miniscule features of L2 
writing; this restricted focus provides a microscopic view in great detail but without 
a clear sense of how this view fits into the broader fabric of L2 writing issues (p. 7).  
What common ground there is between SLA and SLW is often in instruction and 
assessment, where error analysis and written corrective feedback (Belcher, 2013, p. 438; 
Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014) offer the most opportunity to conduct quantitative-oriented 




Second Language Writing compared with Writing Studies     
 As much as SLA has not been interested in writing, the discipline of College English 
and the fields known variously as Composition Studies, Writing Studies, and Rhetoric 
(Bazerman, 2002; Beard, 2010) do not have a history of being interested in the 
development of language learners (Silva & Leki, 2004, p. 8). Rather, students in Rhetoric 
classes were assumed to already be “proficient users of privileged varieties of English” 
(Matsuda, 2013b, p. 129). Herein lies the impetus for SLW to develop as a separate field, 
which is generally considered to have begun in the 1960s and taken off in the 1990s. Paul 
Kei Matsuda, a major scholar in both SLW and Writing Studies, calls SLW a trans-
disciplinary, issue-driven field with a strong pedagogical emphasis that evolved from 
composition studies and second language studies simultaneously, and says those who 
identify with SLW today are likely to be relativist, co-constructivist, and sociocultural in  
orientation (Matsuda, 2003b).  
According to Matsuda (2011), through the 1970s interest in SLW emphasized L2 
writers’ deviation from the L1 norm, and the focus was on controlled practice for the 
purposes of error correction. Martin Nystrand (2006) characterizes research in writing at 
the time as dominated by the application of cognitive psychology to language processes, 
but challenges also began to appear with, for example, Dell Hymes’s (1974) elaboration of 
“communicative competence” and William Labov’s (1972) grammar for black English 
vernacular (BEV), questioning Chomsky’s (1957) definition of grammatical language as 
“syntactic structures acceptable to a ‘native speaker’” and beginning to ask “Which native 
speaker?” (Nystrand, 2006, p. 19).  
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The 1970s was also influenced by larger societal forces such as sharp increases in 
the numbers of first-generation college students, the so-called literacy crisis, and increased 
federal funding for education research. “Basic writing” courses proliferated with open 
admissions programs at many urban universities – most notably CUNY in New York City – 
and a general expansion of higher education. Many ESL students were put in these basic 
writing classes. There was indeed a real and significant overlap because both groups of 
students faced similar hurdles based on the demands of formal English, but the basic 
writing teachers were not prepared to teach ESL and the fields became contentious. The 
two grew apart and Rhetoric left language development to the ESL specialists. Soon English 
for Special Purposes (ESP) and English for Academic Purposes (EAP) courses, designed 
specifically for international students studying ESL in English-dominant countries, 
especially graduate students in the US, started to be developed (Atkinson & Connor, 2008; 
Hyland, 2013; Matsuda, 2011; Nystrand, 2006; Shaughnessy, 1977). 
William Grabe (2001) tells us that in the 1970s and 80s, theorizing of L2 writing 
tended to closely follow English L1 views and theories (p. 43). The writer was seen as an 
autonomous, solitary figure; the focus was on producing a response to a prescribed 
assignment; and the audience was the teacher, not a genuine reader. Then, in the early 
1980s, in what is characterized as a major paradigm shift that began in Composition 
Studies, interest coalesced around the process movement and went from focusing on 
prescriptive textual features and the final written product to the process of writing, with 
“process-oriented teachers arguing for student choice of topics and forms; the necessity of 
authentic voice; and writing as a messy, organic, recursive form of discovery, growth, and 
personal expression” (Tobin, 2001, p.4, quoted in Matsuda 2003a, p. 69). Researchers in 
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both L1 and L2 research began investigating what writers do as they write (for example, 
the think-aloud methodology pioneered by Flower & Hayes, 1981) and the classroom focus 
was on invention strategies, multiple drafts, and formative feedback provided by both 
teachers and peers (Matsuda, 2003b, p. 21).  
Dwight Atkinson (2003) calls overall enthusiasm for process writing the “strongest 
guiding force [in the SLW field] over the last part of the 20th century” (p. 4), and Ken Hyland 
(2016b) says the process writing perspective allowed us to understand writing in a way 
that was not possible when it was seen only as a finished product (p. 18). But Hyland 
further points out that it overemphasized psychological factors and failed to consider 
“forces outside the individual which help guide problem-definition, frame solutions and 
ultimately shape writing” (p. 18). Atkinson (2003) stresses it “was resolutely asocial in any 
theoretical sense” (pp. 4-5). In a similar vein, the highly influential Systemic Functional 
theorists found that process approaches, with their emphasis on learning through doing, 
“ignore the contexts in which texts are acquired and function in ways that naturalize and 
privatize what is actually a social process of literacy acquisition” (Bawarshi & Reiff, 2010, p. 
6). Bill Cope and Mary Kalantzis (1993) represent this critical perspective when they note 
that the focus on student agency and ownership, the power of voice and expression, and 
student control and motivation mean that such approaches “privilege the cultural 
aspirations of middle-class children from child-centered households,” favoring students 
whose voice is closest to the literate culture of power in industrial society (quoted in 
Bawarshi & Reiff, 2010, p. 6). 
While process writing is still a major player in writing instruction for SLWs, 
especially in classroom activities built around pre-writing, drafting, feedback, and revising 
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(Atkinson, 2003; Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014), as well as freewriting that emphasizes fluency 
over grammatical accuracy (Elbow, 1973, 1981; Matsuda 2003a, p. 76), it is now the social 
and contextualized nature of writing that predominates in theory and research in both 
Writing Studies and Second Language Writing. 
The social and critical turn 
It was in the 1980s and 90s that writing began to be conceived as a more socially 
situated activity, less cognitivist and individualistic (Atkinson, 2003; Block, 2003; 
Blommaert, 2010; Brandt, 2015; Cope and Kalantzis, 1993; Fairclough, 2006; Heath, 1983; 
Lillis & Curry, 2010; May, 2014; Montgomery, 2013; Nystrand, 2006; Prior, 2006; Trimbur, 
1994; Ramanathan & Atkinson, 1999). In Writing Studies, scholars increasingly critiqued 
power dynamics within and beyond classrooms as well as cultural presumptions about 
idealized (i.e., white, monolingual, middle-class) students.  
Silva and Leki (2004) note that, within American college English departments, the 
1980s saw an increase in tension between the studies of literature and composition: 
“Composition studies had become overtly political and had begun to inquire seriously into 
issues such as race, class, and gender,” and it was a major setting for critique of the 
ideological, political and dominating role played by the English language and adherence to 
normalized standards (p. 4). Already in 1974, the Executive Committee of the Conference 
on College Composition and Communication (CCCC), one of the discipline’s central 
organizations, had passed and published the resolution “Students’ Right to Their Own 
Language” which advocated for appreciation of language varieties and language difference 
against the myth of a standard American dialect and attempts of one social group to exert 
dominance over another via language practices. This would be a foundational contribution 
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to later work that aligned with analyses of language ideology and deconstruction of 
dominant language standards (Ahearn, 2012; Greenfield & Rowan, 2011; Smitherman, 
1999; Villanueva, 2005). Interest in Writing Studies expanded to disciplinary writing, 
discourse communities, genre, and writing within particular academic contexts as well as 
outside of classrooms and traditional modes altogether, while in SLW it shifted to context-
in-use, awareness of audience, and further development in the specific writing needs and 
tasks required for academic purposes and other specialized situations, such as English for 
aviation, for business, for medicine (Atkinson, 2003; Hyland & Hamp-Lyons, 2002; 
Matsuda, 2011, p. 26; Nystrand, 2006; Swales & Feak, 2012). Some refer to this orientation 
as post-process, in contrast with the expressive and cognitive emphases of theories and 
pedagogies associated with process writing (Atkinson, 2003; Matsuda, 2003a; Trimbur, 
1994). The new developments were audience-aware, contextualized, and socially 
conscious.  
World Englishes also emerged at this time, as did Critical Applied Linguistics, 
especially with the work of Robert Phillipson (1992) and Alistair Pennycook (1994). 
Phillipson coined the term “linguistic imperialism” to explain how European languages had 
been exported and consolidated worldwide and the devastating consequences for other 
cultures and languages, while Pennycook positioned English-language study within cultural 
and postcolonial studies.  
Focus on the field of Second Language Writing 
The specialized, transdisciplinary field of SLW took off in the 1990s and continues to 
develop with professional organizations, journals, international conferences, and 
disciplinary curricula (Matsuda, 2013a). It is distinct because of its focus on English 
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language learners (ELLs), or those who speak English as an additional language (EAL), and 
it has risen in prominence parallel to the increasing numbers of international students 
studying in English.  
Ken Hyland (2013) defines SLW as an area of study mostly concerned with 
nonnative English speakers writing generally high-stakes English-language academic texts 
of various kinds (p. 426). He notes that differences among these writers are perhaps 
greater than their similarities: 
They come from different educational backgrounds and cultures with different 
writing systems; they use English in countries where the L2 has different statuses; 
they bring different prior learning experiences to the class; they have diverse 
proficiencies, motivations, expectations, and target needs; and their disciplines, 
genders, ages, and social classes ensure a rich diversity of backgrounds and 
understandings. The term SLW smoothes out these differences, homogenizing 
writers and defining them in terms of perhaps the only thing they have in common: 
that they have, for one reason or another, to write in another language (p. 426). 
Hyland also points out that it is the work of SLW teachers to “demystify dominant 
discourse practices and find effective ways of teaching them” (p. 427) to those without an 
American educational background.  
Describing the current state of the field, Dana Ferris (2013), noted for her work in 
L2 writing pedagogy and co-author of one of the standard textbooks on L2 composition 
(Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014), adds a shot of reality when she discusses her position training 
graduate school writing teachers, many of them Teaching Assistants, who have little 
experience with multilingual populations. She describes her concern with what she calls 
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“systemic forces” – that the university has chosen to recruit, admit, and matriculate 
students who may not all be fully equipped to deal with the language and literacy demands 
of pursuing a degree. She wants to protect her teacher students from blaming themselves 
when they cannot be successful with all their students in their 10-week courses (p. 429). 
She includes this sobering assessment: “How do I and the teachers with whom I work 
operate successfully given our particular student population, its goals and needs, and our 
institutional avoidances and constraints? The answers to these questions are local, 
idiosyncratic, messy, and frustrating – but they are also important, as student needs become 
more complex to understand and address while the need for effective written 
communication skills has never been greater” (emphasis in original, p. 429). 
The multilingual and translingual turn 
Increases in the numbers of international students, realization that classes were 
becoming more and more linguistically mixed, and the rise of the SLW field are hallmarks 
of what Stephen May (2014) has characterized as the multilingual turn and Ryuko Kubota 
(2016) calls the “multi/pluri turn” that began taking place more widely in the early 2000s. 
Some composition theorists, such as Vershawn Ashanti Young (2009) and Bruce Horner et 
al. (2011), urged their colleagues to recognize the multilingual backgrounds of students 
who attend US institutions, thus challenging what Matsuda (2006) referred to as the “myth 
of linguistic homogeneity”: “the assumption that college students are by default native 
speakers of a privileged variety of English” (p. 639). Matsuda (2006) called this seriously 
out of sync with the sociolinguistic reality of contemporary US higher education as well as 
society at large, in which, according to the 2000 US Census, “more than one in six people 
five years of age and older reported speaking a language other than English at home” (p. 
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641). Jonathan Hall (2018), in surveying the field of writing and its uneven response to 
these changes, chided those who continued to hold on to the monolingual norm: 
One might even argue that the development of SLW as a distinct discipline was 
necessitated by the historical inattention on the part of ‘mainstream’ composition 
researchers and instructors to the needs of non-monolingual students and the 
persistent concerns raised by researchers in fields related to SLW. Alarms were 
persistently raised from the SLW side of the fence, but R&I [Rhetoric & 
Composition] practitioners preferred to sleep in (p. 31). 
Hall uses the image of the two fields of SLW and Rhetoric & Composition as 
disciplinary neighbors fenced in by their boundaries and suggests it was the new 
development of Translingualism that bridged the two and has energized both: 
Until translingualism woke them up. The translingual moment has been fueled not 
only by its intrinsic usefulness as a language theory and an anti-monolingualist 
ideology but has benefitted as well from a slow accretion of previous work. The 
cries in the wilderness, on both sides of the fence, reached a critical mass so that 
they could finally be more widely heard—and suddenly energetic compositionists 
rushed to the disciplinary barricades (p.31). 
The Translingual Approach  
Translingualism is primarily a development in Writing Studies and Composition 
that, like SLW, has paralleled the increasing mix of students and languages in university 
classrooms, but it is more concerned with language difference than with individuals’ 
language development. It has developed within the context of changing notions about 
written discourse and of language itself, and is aligned with a fluid, postmodern, agency-
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oriented, performative approach to Writing Studies (Atkinson et al., 2015; Canagarajah, 
2013; Gevers, 2018; Lu & Horner, 2016; Makoni & Pennycook, 2007; Matsuda, 2013a).  
The main figure behind translingualism is A. Suresh Canagarajah. From Sri Lanka, he 
began there in the 1980s teaching English as a foreign language. He moved to City 
University of New York in 1994 as a professor of English, is now in Applied Linguistics and 
English at Pennsylvania State University and has devoted much of his work to the 
differences between academic writing in the periphery and the center, from scarce material 
realities to power inequalities (2002a). He calls for appreciating new hybrid forms of 
language in writing that tap into code-meshing, encouraging multilingual writers to 
creatively blend their linguistic resources via dialogic negotiating, and for a critical stance 
toward imposition of English-language standards (Buell, 2004; Canagarajah, 2002b; 
Gevers, 2018). 
Perhaps the best description of the approach is in what has been called its manifesto 
(Bizzell, 2014, p. 133), which appeared in College English in 2011 (Horner et al.) and was 
endorsed by fifty established scholars in the discipline:  
We call for a new paradigm: a translingual approach. This approach sees difference 
in language not as a barrier to overcome or as a problem to manage, but as a 
resource for producing meaning in writing, speaking, reading, and listening. When 
faced with differences in language, this approach asks: what might this difference 
do? How might it function expressively, rhetorically, communicatively? For whom, 
under what conditions, and how? (pp. 303-304). 
Horner et al. (2011) describe the ideology of monolingualism as mistakenly treating 
languages and language practices as discreet, uniform, and stable, ignoring the inevitability 
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and necessity of interaction among languages, within languages, and across language 
practices (p. 307). In addition, translingualism critiques the notion of territorialized and 
bounded linguistic communities (Canagarajah, 2014, p. 80). It expressly rejects the 
hegemonic and dominating role played by English in the world and is concerned with the 
threat posed to other languages (see also Pennycook, 1994, 2010; Phillipson, 1992). It 
rejects native-speaker privilege that elevates linguistic ownership by birth to an inalienable 
right and advantage (see also Ortega, 2014, p. 36). It contrasts with Chomskyan views of 
internal individual grammars, biologically based, that have autonomous existence and in 
which knowledge of language is considered a genetic endowment that pre-dates experience 
(see also Dabrowska, 2015; May, 2014, p. 18; Ortega, 2014, p. 40). It is based on a 
collaborative and cooperative disposition that is similar, according to Canagarajah (2014), 
with the way Bourdieu defines habitus as a set of tastes, values and skills (p. 91). It should 
become the linguistic norm, according to Lu and Horner (2016), and work to “combat the 
deleterious sociocultural effects of the monolingualist ideology” (p. 213). 
I was smitten 
Translingualism has developed a large and enthusiastic following (Gevers, 2018, p. 
74). In 2014, Paul Matsuda wrote, “translingual writing is all the rage among scholars and 
teachers of writing studies in the United States” (p. 478) and that it appears to have broad 
support, “including among those who have primary intellectual interests and training in 
topics other than language issues” (Matsuda, 2013b, p. 131).  
I, too, was smitten when I first encountered translingualism. Taking a critical 
approach, deconstructing Standard Written English, challenging prescriptive standards, 
critiquing power structures and privileged hierarchies, incorporating language mix and the 
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creative use of code-meshing, celebrating diversity – these were all my own sensibilities 
and reflected my intellectual and political commitments. Wherever I turned in Writing 
Studies it seemed to be a very prominent and attractive stance, and my Writing Studies’ 
colleagues almost all seemed to accept it enthusiastically. I read about it voraciously and 
discussed it with enthusiasm.  
And yet, and yet… 
…I couldn’t get my head around how this could square with language teaching, with 
working with international students who had chosen to come to an English-language 
immersive environment to develop their SLW proficiency, with sharing a language 
throughout the world that of course must mean sharing standards because, as Casanave 
(2017) puts it, without standards, what are you sharing? (p. 103). When I would ask 
teacher colleagues in ESL writing if they were interested in this theoretical, critical 
development, they usually were not aware of it. Nor could they understand how it would be 
employed or why you would want to incorporate nonstandard points of view into 
instruction. Some were intellectually sympathetic with a critical position but couldn’t 
understand how adopting it would be helpful to assisting their students.  
The debate 
Perhaps not surprisingly, in 2015 a full-out debate erupted between those who 
identify as SLW/ESL-oriented scholars and proponents of translingualism. Angela 
Herrmann (2015) called it a schism (p. 131).  
Seven highly prominent scholars in the SLW field published an “Open Letter” in 
College English, a flagship journal in the Composition field, titled “Clarifying the relationship 
between L2 writing and translingual writing: An open letter to writing studies editors and 
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organization leaders” (Atkinson et al., 2015). A major concern was that the burgeoning 
popularity of the translingual approach is overshadowing L2 writing scholarship, and in 
some cases is being misunderstood as replacing it. They state that they welcome this 
interest in language diversity in writing classes, of which translingualism is an example, 
and trace the differences between the approaches. They then go on to make clear that their 
greatest concern is to maintain the distinctions, the most important being: “Although 
translingual writing and L2 writing overlap in their critique of the historically monolingual, 
English Only focus of composition studies, translingual writing has not widely taken up the 
task of helping L2 writers increase their proficiency in what might still be emerging L2s 
and develop and use their multiple language resources to serve their own purposes” (p. 
384). 
Since then more have come to critique the translingual approach from various 
points of view. Juan Guerra (2016), who writes as a proponent, is nevertheless concerned 
about the lack of student uptake, which he illustrates with a student’s reflective journal 
comment: 
…the idea behind the translingual approach is quite good: take a giant step toward 
social equality among all forms of English by removing SAE [Standard American 
English] from its place of superiority in the world of academic writing… The 
problem I have with this approach is that it’s too open-ended. When there are no 
rules governing language use then there’s nothing to say whether something is or is 
not English, and there’s no way for an evaluator to provide correction since ‘correct 
is always relative’ (p. 231). 
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Guerra (2016) puzzles over how to create stronger buy-in by students. He believes 
he may have placed too much emphasis on expecting students to experiment with language 
mixing rather than recognizing their rhetorical and situated needs (p. 231). This fits with 
charges that translingualism’s theorization has outpaced its pedagogy, and teachers may 
not have enough knowledge of language development to proceed successfully with a 
multilingual approach (Matsuda, 2014, pp. 479-483). Some make the point that challenging 
normative, institutional standards may not be in students’ best interest if they will be hurt 
when they then face conventional forms of assessment (Lee, 2016, pp. 174-175), and 
others point out it is critical to consider whether multilingual students themselves 
experience the need or desire to code-mesh and incorporate hybrid language or to 
negotiate translingual identities as writers (Gevers, 2018, p. 74).   
Canagarajah (2015) counters that it is precisely the discomfort with shifting norms, 
the potential for reconstruction and negotiation in social interactions, and the possibility 
for shared norms developing from practice that is the key to the translingual approach (p. 
420). He chides the ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages) teachers for conceiving 
of their task “as a pragmatic one of teaching value-free grammatical features or form-
related aspects of essays to their students.” He says they “have confined themselves to 
clinically circumscribed classroom-based empirical research on their students’ linguistic 
and cognitive development,” contrasting them with L1 compositionists who “are more 
interdisciplinary, drawing from fields as diverse as rhetoric, literature, and the social 
sciences” (2002b, p. 25).  
Ryuko Kubota (2013), professor in the department of Language and Literacy 
Education at the University of British Columbia and a regular contributor to journals in 
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several fields including Writing Studies, Applied Linguistics, and Second Language Writing, 
notes that changes are beginning to take place in Applied Linguistics, where “a static view 
of language and linguistic norms is increasingly being replaced with newer 
conceptualizations that include complexity and multicompetency theory, disinvention, and 
reconstitution of language that questions discretely bounded categorizations, and 
incorporation of code-mixing and code-switching into forms of translanguaging, but the 
supposedly transdisciplinary SLW seems less open to these pluralistic trends, perhaps 
because the focus has mainly been on high-stakes English-medium academic writing in 
higher education and students’ concern with achievement” (p. 431 – my emphasis). 
Canagarajah (2015) says SLW scholars may never be satisfied because translingualism 
“goes against predefined pedagogies and prepackaged methods” and is, rather, “built on 
principles such as dialogical pedagogy, ecological orientation, and practice-based 
approaches that teachers have adopted to design their courses” (p. 426). 
Conclusion 
The debate goes on, but my interview subjects do not take up sides; in fact, they are 
more likely to not even know the debate exists. They are in this study because of what they 
do as successful second language writers in their own fields, and this is what we explore in 
the four Topical Chapters that make up the Research Results of the study, Chapter 4. I will 
return to analyzing the differences between the two disciplinary fields – Second Language 
Writing and the Translingual Approach – in Chapter 5: Discussion. The next chapter, 






Methods: A Qualitative Study 
 
This chapter concerns the choices made designing the study. Above all, it focuses on 
the application of qualitative research methods as the study took shape. I used several 
sources in qualitative research methodology, mostly from scholars who focus on research 
for education (Bogdan & Biklen, 2011; Hatch, 2002), language and literacy (Dyson & 
Genishi, 2005), social sciences (Luker, 2008), and grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014), and 
from methods courses taught by Professors Anne Dyson, Catherine Prendergast, Robb 
Lindgren, and Liora Bresler. The chapter details how the informants were chosen, the 
interviewing steps and decisions that were taken, and the move to develop a focal group of 
faculty who are themselves second language writers. I discuss the coding process as the 
means for analyzing data and show how this led to identifying topics, crafting the text 
around Topical Chapters, and the decision to frame the study with the question “what is the 
target?” 
Underlying philosophy and approach 
The study is based primarily on interviews with accomplished second language 
academic writers discussing what they face when writing in English. My perspective is both 
emic and etic: emic because of my personal background as an SLW educator and 
professional editor, myself a second-language learner in Dutch when living in Amsterdam, 
and drawing participants from my work as a writing center consultant and student; etic in 
my long-term scholarly interests and motivation to use the study to improve the work of 
myself and others who assist SLWs.   
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I began with three fundamental values: that the study would be based on talking 
about writing, working Ion-one, and on all the participants approaching the topic as 
educators, not writing specialists or language experts. 
The participants are both the subject of the study – second language writers – and 
the source of the data. The study is not intended to be representative or exhaustive, and 
what the participants say is, of course, not definitive. They are discussing their own lived 
experience, but their accounts do add up. Themes repeat and their views come to reinforce 
each other; they fall into categories of shared insights and experiences from which I discern 
patterns and offer interpretations (Saldana, 2015). 
The study is conducted within a constructivist paradigm, as described by Amos 
Hatch (2002). According to Hatch:  
Constructivists assume a world in which universal, absolute realities are 
unknowable, and the objects of inquiry are individual perspectives or constructions 
of reality. While acknowledging that elements are often shared across social groups, 
constructivist science argues that multiple realities exist that are inherently unique 
because they are constructed by the individuals who experience the world from 
their own vantage points. Realities are apprehendable in the form of abstract mental 
constructions that are experientially based, local, and specific (Hatch, p. 15; cites 
Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  
Such an approach requires mutual engagement of researcher and participants since 
constructivists assert that “knowledge is symbolically constructed and not objective; that 
understandings of the world are based on conventions; that truth is, in fact, what we agree 
it is” (Hatch, 2002, p. 15; cites Hatch, 1995, p. 161). Charmaz (2014) describes the 
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constructivist turn in grounded theory that took place in the 1990s as a break from “mid-
century assumptions of an objective external reality, a passive, neutral observer, or a 
detached, narrow empiricism” and instead asserts that “if social reality is multiple, 
processual, and constructed, then we must take the researcher’s position, privileges, 
perspective, and interactions into account as an inherent part of the research reality. It, too, 
is a construction” (p. 13). 
 According to Elaine Keane (2011), a constructivist approach, which is “context-
situated,” is “anathema to the objectivist ontology” that makes up “classical” grounded 
theory methods (cited in Charmaz, 2014, pp. 329-330), and she argues for adapting the 
frame to fit her own research project with its social justice orientation. I similarly establish 
a qualitative research mix that is based on analyzing and interpreting subjective accounts 
within the context of scholarly literature and issues that exist in the field.  
Throughout, I have also kept in mind what Hatch (2002) says when describing the 
poststructuralist paradigm, that “what cannot be known is truth with a capital T”:  
Poststructuralists start by deconstructing the notion of universal Truth. Their 
analyses reveal how grand narratives are constructed in particular social-historical 
circumstances to serve the purposes of those in power. For poststructuralists, 
multiple truths exist, and these are always local, subjective, and in flux. Researchers 
do not have direct access to the truths experienced by their subjects; they can never 
know or represent the lived experiences of those they study (p. 18).  
So my approach is based on appreciating the nature of language itself as a human 
and social construct and always remaining aware that that which is mediated through 
language and through the experience of another is never possible to fully ascertain 
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(Bruffee, 1986; Derrida, 1967/2017; Gottesman, 2016; Royle, 2003; Parker, 2008; Taylor, 
1980). As Hatch (2002) says of poststructuralist researchers, “What makes them distinct is 
their focus on understanding data as text that represents one of many possible 
stories…They accept that they create lives as they hear lives told, process them through 
their own perspectives, and put them to text as lives as written” (p. 19; refers to Hatch & 
Wisniewski, 1995).  
I find contained within these research approaches described by Hatch and qualified 
by Charmaz and Keane my own motivation to conduct an interview-based study around 
questions of language and the subjects’ lived experience, recognizing that to attempt to 
share any kind of understanding requires constructing that understanding together 
through language, even while it is about language 
I am also aware that a focus on interviewing is not without contention. In Qualitative 
Inquiry through a Critical Lens (Denzin & Giardina, 2016), Kathy Charmaz discusses the use 
of stories in social justice studies and focuses in on the limitations and critiques of 
interviewing. Her examples mostly concern matters regarding healthcare and physical 
suffering, so interviewing is critiqued for producing retrospective accounts, as too likely to 
be engaged in impression management, and leading to contrived data (p. 44). But she also 
notes the strengths of interviewing, which include the power of face-to-face interaction, 
interviews as sites of emergent construction of meaning, and as “embodied interactions 
that occur in specific situations and times” (p. 46). In a similar vein, qualitative research 
scholar Kristin Luker (2008) says we should not expect interviews to yield a “videotape of 
‘reality’” but rather an account of an individual’s mental map (p. 167), and that this is how 
the researcher should use what their subjects share. Deborah Brandt (2015) also expresses 
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some caution, even though she is highly recognized for the ethnographic literacy narratives 
that she gathered over years of interviewing (2015, p. 4; Guggenheim fellows/Memorial 
Federation 2011 https://www.gf.org/fellows/all-fellows/46eborah-brandt/). In particular, 
she notes that interviewing “takes what people say at face value, without concern about 
memory failure, unconscious drives, or the influence of power dynamics or anxiety as 
elements of questions and answers.” She says these criticisms are serious and legitimate 
yet believes that sociological, historical and practical perspectives manifest in significant 
and useful ways beyond the individual accounts (pp. 8-9). She calls her method a kind of 
“biographical sociology” and seeks to treat research participants “not so much as objects of 
study but as witnesses to socio-historical change” (p. 8).   
Brandt’s sociological approach resonates deeply with my own interests. It is because 
of this perspective that I conceive of the data from the interview transcripts not merely as 
findings but rather place the interview excerpts in a Results section divided into four 
Topical Chapters to put what the subjects have to say in the context of literature and 
discussion of issues in the field of second language writing. In this way, what the subjects 
share serves to support the topics and issues that emerge from the study. 
Some say an interview study benefits from a form of triangulation so it is not just 
one person’s point of view. Observation of a particular practice, for example, is often 
suggested as a way to “prove” what is said by the subject (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, cited in 
Hatch, 2002, pp. 91-92). But I realized as I engaged in the interviewing process it is 
precisely the subjective version of events that I wanted: to hear from the interviewees what 
they have experienced, what they think, what they do. The personal account is indeed the 
point, and then to combine this with my own sensitivities because, as Bogdan and Biklen 
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(2011) say, “Often a person’s own biography will be an influence in defining the thrust of 
his or her work” (p. 56).  
With these points in mind, I approached the interview subjects as reflective 
conversation partners and engaged them as co-constructors as we together probed their 
responses to my queries and worked to make meaning out of their experiences and points 
of view (Bogdan & Biklen, 2011, pp. 104-109; Hatch, 2002, p. 15). They are individuals with 
individual stories, and it is my job to articulate the various accounts they share and to 
incorporate them into points I am responsible for making. As Professor Anne Dyson said in 
research methods coursework: “The data reveal nothing, nothing emerges, without you. 
YOU have to do the work, ask the questions, apply inductive procedures, decide on the 
units of analysis. In short, if it emerges it is because you have identified it as emergent and 
applied your own interpretation.” 
In addition, I follow an overall approach similar to Ben Rafoth, Professor and 
Director of the Writing Center at Indiana University, PA, whose book Multilingual writers 
and writing centers (2015) has been very useful in my study. He describes his research 
design as  based on three main sources: 1) his extensive experience as a writing teacher 
and writing center director, 2) literature in the fields of writing centers, second language 
acquisition, second language writing, composition and related areas, and 3) dozens of 
interviews conducted at seven institutions (p. 3). My study, too, draws from experience – 
the subjects and my own; incorporates pertinent literature, issues, and debates; and 
presents the voices of those who shared their stories and insights with me.   
I now present the methods and processes I followed for developing the dissertation, 
starting with how it evolved from the original conceptions and proposal. 
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Evolution of the study 
The study began with my overarching interest in changes taking place at the 
university as it has become a more multilingual environment. The initial proposal 
identified four groups of people to talk with who would become the source of the data 
about second language writers: SLW graduate students, faculty who work with SLW 
graduate students, graduate student writing consultants at the writing center, and 
administrators who run programs geared toward SLW graduate students’ writing needs. A 
major site would be the university writing center which is where I have worked Ion-one 
with many graduate student SLWs on their writing. These students were the focus because 
they can be expected to be especially serious about their development as English-language 
academic writers. By comparing what they have to say, and putting what they say in 
conversation with larger discussions around the use of English as an international 
language, my plan was to explore from multiple perspectives (Allen & Eby, 2007; Malen & 
Knapp, 2006) what is taking place in the world regarding English language use in academic 
writing, what forms this takes at UIUC, what the graduate SLWs need, and what could be 
done to better fulfill those needs. 
When I presented these ideas in my Preliminary Defense, the Committee cautioned 
against starting out with expectations of what I would find and advised me to remain open-
minded and ask open-ended questions, the bedrock of qualitative research. As Bogdan and 
Biklen (2011) put it: “[Qualitative researchers] do not search out data or evidence to prove 
or disprove hypotheses they hold before entering the study: rather, the abstractions are 
built as the particulars that have been gathered are grouped together. Theory developed 
this way emerges from the bottom up” (p. 6).  
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Data gathering 
Over the next seven months, I interviewed people in each of the four groups. The 
SLW graduate students mostly were from among students I had worked with at the writing 
center and I knew were reflective and articulate about themselves and the writing process. 
Some were also graduate student colleagues with whom I shared courses and many 
academic interests, and some lived in Family and Graduate Housing where I worked as a 
Community Aide. Faculty were asked to participate because they were mentioned by the 
students as their professors or advisors, I knew them from my own course work, or 
someone suggested I speak with them because they knew of my study. Writing consultants 
at the writing center were graduate students who worked, as I did, as trained peer tutors. 
Administrators were involved in the university’s ESL offerings, the Center for Writing 
Studies, the writing center, and schools, departments, and programs that were providing 
writing support for international students, faculty, or visiting faculty.  
The students and faculty were mostly from Liberal Arts and Sciences (LAS) because 
these disciplines are in the greatest number at the university, and students from LAS use 
the writing center more, in proportion to their enrollment numbers (Writers Workshop 
internal data, 2020).  All but two of the faculty interviewed had tenure.    
In total, I interviewed 48 people: 20 SLW graduate students, post docs and visiting 
scholars; 14 faculty; 5 writing center consultants; and 9 administrators. 
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Table 1  
Initial Interview Subjects 
 
20 SLW graduate students, post docs, and visiting scholars: 
From: Brazil, Chile, China, Egypt, Hong Kong, the Netherlands, Puerto Rico, Saudi 
Arabia, South Africa, Taiwan 
L1 languages spoken: Afrikaans, Arabic, Cantonese, Chinese, Dutch, Portuguese, 
Spanish 
Disciplines: Education, Engineering, Ethnomusicology, Linguistics, Microbiology, 
Social Work, Veterinary Science 
 
14 faculty: 
From: China, Germany, Hungary, Iran, Israel, Puerto Rico, South Africa, Taiwan, the 
Netherlands, Norway, and the US. 
L1 languages spoken: Afrikaans, Chinese, Dutch, English, Farsi/Persian5, German, 
Hungarian, Hebrew, Norwegian, Spanish 
Disciplines: African Studies, African American Studies, Art History, Education, 
Engineering, English, English as a Foreign Language, Gender & Women Studies, 
Global Studies, History, Landscape Architecture, Medieval Studies, Philosophy, 
Sociology, Urban and Regional Planning, Writing Studies    
 
5 graduate student consultants at the university writing center: 
From: the US 
L1 languages spoken: They all identified as L1 speakers of English; 2 identified as 
speakers of African-American Vernacular English 
Disciplines: African American Studies, Business, Education, English, Gender and 
Women’s Studies, Writing Studies 
 
9 university administrators:  
From: Korea, the US 
L1 languages spoken: English, Korean 
Professional areas: Center for Writing Studies, College of Engineering, 
ESL/Linguistics, Gies College of Business, Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research 
and Innovation, Writers Workshop 
 
In addition, 9 SLW graduate student residents of Faculty and Graduate Housing 
were polled and talked with me informally regarding their use of a hired editor: 
 From: China, Egypt, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Mexico, Pakistan 
L1 languages spoken: Arabic, Bahasa Indonesia, Chinese, Hindi, Malay, Urdu    




5 Farsi is the Persian word for the Persian language, and the two terms are used interchangeably.  
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The process followed IRB protocol (https://oprs.research.illinois.edu), and the 
approved IRB proposal has been submitted to the Graduate College. The approval letter is 
Appendix A. 
The interviews were semi-structured and open-ended. I would introduce a topic 
area, ask one or two broad-based questions, and encourage the informant to talk. In my 
working notebook I made the following list of points for myself when engaging in the 
interviews based on a combination of what I found in Bogdan and Biklen (2011, pp. 103-
112), Brandt (2015, pp. 94-96, 168-170), Charmaz (2014, pp. 70-71), and Hatch (2002, pp. 
102-116): 
Language should be familiar to participants and what they would use 
Questions should be clear, not too long or complex 
Questions should be neutral and not leading  
Questions should reflect purpose of the research and generate answers related to 
the objectives 
Use follow-up questions to encourage going deeper: getting all the questions 
answered is not the purpose 
Avoid “why” because cause and effect may not exist 
Explore their understanding; they are the expert on their experience and 
perspective 
Point is not to ask directly but for them to reveal 
Then my job is, in analysis, to probe what they’ve said, make points about it, 
contextualize 
Therefore, “tell me about yourself” (open ended) is better than “how old are 
you” 
But do ask for their perspective. Want them to put their knowledge into their 
own words: “Can you describe…” “tell me about when…” “could you give me 
an example…” 
Each can be approached differently. Do not have to have one standardized way of 
talking with the subjects 
Deep listening is key 
 
The interview scripts incorporated elements from Brandt’s (2015) interview 
approach (pp. 5-7, 94-96, 168-170), Bogdan and Biklen’s (2011) life histories (p. 63), and 
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Rafoth’s (2015) extensive interview project. The interview scripts, approved in the UIUC 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) process, are found in Appendix B.  
Each person interviewed signed the IRB consent form (Appendix C). This included 
the point that if they appeared in the final text, they would be given a pseudonym, although 
details about their background, country of origin, and L1 might make them identifiable. All 
agreed this was acceptable except one graduate student, and that person is fully disguised. 
Later, when the focal group was set, I checked with each person to create the pseudonyms 
that are used. I also told them the university would be identified, which is a change in IRB 
policy because, as my contact there explained, it is no longer considered necessary to say 
“the study took place at a large midwestern public university” when the actual location is 
rather obvious. Furthermore, whenever an example of student writing is used in the text, it 
is done with permission of the writer. 
When making appointments for interviews, I alternated among the four subject 
groups because I discovered that what I learned from one conversation could affect who to 
meet with next or what topics to raise. For example, when an administrator from the 
university ESL program told me about a video project that presents faculty talking about 
their personal experiences and student expectations, I next interviewed one of the people 
who was making such videos to discuss what he was finding. And when a faculty person 
told me about a research development program in the Office of the Vice Chancellor for 
Research that works with faculty on proposal writing, I interviewed one of the research 
designers there to talk about how they handle nonstandard English.  
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I met people in the place of their choice or in a meeting room I reserved in the 
Undergraduate Library. All sessions were audiotaped. Interviews lasted for around an 
hour. I took detailed notes for each person while we talked, sometimes up to twenty pages.  
It was a highly iterative process as I worked between interviews, literature, 
pertinent items that often arose in the news or other media, and writing memos to myself 
about my changing ideas. I read through the interview notes and listened to each audio 
recording at least three times. When I recognized that an informant had given especially 
thoughtful and detailed answers or expressed a strong and distinct point of view, I 
transcribed the interview verbatim. The number of fully transcribed interviews was thirty-
two. 
I kept a detailed notebook to record what I was discovering and thinking, following 
the field note and memo-taking procedures that I learned about in coursework and the 
literature. Since I often get ideas while moving (walking, on the bus, in the gym) I kept 
notes on my phone that I later added to the notebook. I developed outlines for each section 
and a master outline (Hatch, 2002, pp. 176-178) that I continuously added to. These 
outlines grew as my understanding grew and as the text was taking shape. I occasionally 
worked with a writing center consultant, both for the invaluable assistance this gives to 
review the organization of your developing text and see if you’re doing what you say you 
are doing, and to experience myself the process many of the writers I meet with at the 
writing center are going through, something I discuss more in the chapter on this topic 




New themes emerge 
The Committee had also advised that I allow myself to “be surprised by my data.” 
This fundamental tenet of qualitative research – that the topics emerge from the data – 
came to life as I engaged in the process of interviewing and initial transcribing. And as 
Bogdan and Biklen (2011) stress, don’t be afraid to speculate: “Don’t put off thinking until 
all the evidence is in – think with what data you have” (pp. 171-172). 
In the course of interviewing and reading through the transcripts, I began to realize 
that certain topics were coming to the fore and others falling away, and that my thinking 
about how to frame the study was changing. I found I was becoming less interested in 
analyzing university programs and policy development, such as incorporating international 
students as a stakeholder group and furthering institutional democratization, topics I had 
thought I would work on. These are critically important for higher education to address, 
but I felt my interest was far more piqued when developing and analyzing a direct 
connection between people’s language and writing. I wanted to come from the point of 
view of an educator, and I wanted to engage others’ subjectivities as well as my own.  I 
brought this new direction up with my advisor, and he was very supportive.  
As I continued with the interviews, one subgroup of people began to appear as 
especially compelling: faculty who are themselves SLWs. In my interviews with these 
successful multilingual scholars we would dig into topics around their own language 
development and what they had experienced as their command of academic English grew. 
We talked about writing and the writing process: what they encountered, what they 
overcame, what they recommend for their own SLW students, what they do when they 
receive nonstandard English in student writing, what they feel they’ve gained and what 
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they’ve lost by having to write in English professionally. I found many of their insights 
fascinating and thought of the value there would be in representing them as highly 
accomplished academic SLWs who are in a position to shape current students’ writing and 
language development. And when I looked for literature on multilingual faculty, I found it 
was quite scarce (Cavasos, 2015; Geller, 2011), which added to my interest in pursuing this 
path.  
I also decided at this point not to develop a design that would interview particular 
students who had worked with particular faculty. Talinn Phillips (2008), whose 
dissertation documents three case studies of graduate student SLWs, finds that they did not 
turn to their professors but rather had other sources for writing and language assistance 
(p. 281). Taking this on board, I decided in my study the focus would be on the faculty who, 
after all, had once been graduate students themselves in the US or another English-
language environment, and we could draw upon these experiences. I didn’t know their 
positions on my questions before we talked. I chose them because they are in LAS, 
disciplines that are thought of as typically incorporating more writing. Those who I 
interviewed had long-term experience as SLW writers, worked extensively with SLW 
graduate students, were familiar with the writing center, and have had graduate students 
who go there. What might their practices reveal about issues within Writing Studies and 
SLW? 
A focal group develops 
I again discussed my evolving ideas with my advisor, and he was enthusiastic. I 
would now make use of all the data gathered from the 48 interviews, but the SLW faculty 
would become the focal group. 
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I identified nine of the 14 faculty I had interviewed who I found had distinctly 
remarkable stories and made contributions to my areas of interest. Seven of the nine are 
SLWs in English and two are L1-English-speakers who are multilingual (ML) in Arabic, 
Spanish, and Chinese. These two, who work in a second language other than English, would 
mirror my own experiences with Dutch, and I could draw upon this in our conversations. 
Yin, who is now a professor in China, was a graduate student colleague when I interviewed 
her, and so her contribution is special for being so close to the graduate student experience. 
I also selectively added to the pool. Charmaz (2014) suggests that as your focus 
develops, it is appropriate to seek out additional subjects to, among other things, increase 
professional credibility or pursue a controversial or provocative topic (p. 108), and there 
were two others I realized I wanted to include. 
The first was the director of the university writing center because the center is a key 
locus of my study. Writing centers are where talking one-on-one with writers takes place, 
and these two topics – talking about writing, working with writers one-on-one – are 
fundamental to my study. Centers are increasingly major sites of working with graduate 
students and with multilingual international writers, and important changes are taking 
place there that I wanted to capture.  
The other was a local poet. He is an L1-English-speaker learning to speak Spanish, 
and I often talk with him about ideas around language, language limitations, and the 
philosophy of language and communication. I asked him to sit with me for an interview 
where I would ask about his thinking on some of the ideas that were emerging in my study. 
Including his contribution (Topical Chapter 3) allows me to share some thinking beyond 
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academia. My advisor was encouraging about this as well, and so I came to think of the focal 
group as 9 + 2.  
These eleven now became the ones who people the four Topical Chapters that 
constitute the Results section of the dissertation.  
Table 2 
Focal Group Subjects Interviewed and Profiled  
(languages and disciplinary affiliations as reported to me) 
 
Pseudonym SLW (L1 plus 
additional languages to 
varying degrees) 
L1 in bold 
ML (English is L1 with 
other languages to 
varying degree) 
Main discipline(s) 
Professor Bergen Norwegian  Philosophy 
Gender and Women’s 
Studies 




Professor Casey  English 
Chinese 
Engineering 
Director of the 
university writing 
center  
 English  Writing Studies 
Local Poet  English  
Spanish learner 
Information Sciences 
Professor Farsi Farsi 
Spanish 
Norwegian 
 Urban and Regional 
Planning 
Professor Flaats Afrikaans/English 
Xhosa 
Portuguese learner 
 Global Studies 
African Studies 
Urban and Regional 
Planning 













Table 2 (cont.)    Focal Group Subjects 
 
Professor Taipei Chinese  English  
English as a Foreign 
Language  
Writing Studies 
Professor Tehran Farsi 
Gilaki (fluent) – 
dialect of old 
Persian spoken in 
















There are also four SLW graduate students that I describe in some detail, and 
several more who are referred to: 
Table 3 
 
SLW Graduate Students Interviewed and Profiled 
 
Pseudonym L1 Field of study 
Jose Spanish Education 
Li Chinese Social Work 
Ahmed Arabic Veterinary 
Science 





6 Yin straddles a few categories. She studied for eight years in the US and was a graduate student 
colleague when I interviewed her, hence I call her by her first name. She is now in a faculty position 
in China where she holds her classes in English and her students write in English. She considers her 
professional, academic language to be English and says her English style of writing now influences 
the way she writes in Chinese, a topic taken up in Topical Chapter 1. 
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 In addition, I conducted a poll of nine international graduate students concerning 
their experiences working with a hired editor, and this is presented in Topical Chapter 2. 
Coding 
 After the decisions of who to include were made, I began to work closely with the 
focal group’s transcribed interviews. It is in the process of coding that analysis begins to 
take place, and I worked through each transcript line-by-line. Bogdan and Biklen (2011) 
suggest an open coding process that then develops into themes (p. 173), and Brandt (2015) 
illustrates her own grounded process of doing this (pp. 95-96). Charmaz (2014) starts with 
assigning topics, noting that “initial codes are provisional, comparative and grounded in the 
data” and then moves to identifying actions, what she calls “coding with gerunds” (p. 116). 
Such examples of my own included “Depending on an editor,” “Misunderstanding the 
writer’s intention,” “Losing facility with L1.” Charmaz warns it is a mistake to start with a 
theory or category – rather, the idea is to look to the transcripts to see what is there. She 
also cautions not to fall for the risk of adopting others’ frameworks – for example, habitus, 
discourses of power, Marxist analysis – and end up “applying an overlay on your data 
rather than interrogating it” (p. 117). 
I found that this early round of figuring out the words and phrases that would be 
used as coding terms was one of the most valuable steps in the mental process of grasping 
what existed within the material. Applying these line-by-line meant that almost all the 
major items in the conversation were coded with a topic. They didn’t always name actions , 
but they were specific, interpretive, and helped to reveal what is happening under the 
surface (Charmaz, 2014, p. 33). Thus, for one faculty member’s transcript, the initial codes 
included: “What helped him,” “Took time,” “Too often fight against own intuition,” “What he 
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tells students,” “Doesn’t feel like an owner.” For another: “Academic English is like an L3,” 
“Never thinks about the students in terms of their language,” “Many SLWs are better 
writers than native English speakers,” “Acting as a gatekeeper.” And another: “Writing in a 
‘Chinese way’,” “Was a gain for academic but loss for creative,” “Chinese academics 
influenced by learning English.” This helped me to see and categorize what was being 
discussed, to apply my own terminology, and to easily get back to the passages I found 
meaningful. An excerpt from the coded text is included in Appendix D. 
The next step is one rung higher up in the process of meta-conceptualization: 
developing and assigning categories. Hatch (2002) calls this the main analytical step. He 
terms categories “domains” and talks about creating them based on semantic relationships  
discovered within fields of analysis (p. 164). He says this is “the key inductive element in 
this model: the data are read searching for particulars that can be put into categories 
because of their relation to other particulars” (p. 164). For me, a breakthrough 
development was when I recognized such categories and conceived of turning them into 
Topical Chapters in which I could incorporate the interview data with ideas and literature 
about current issues and debates. I did another couple of runs-through, coding for what 
would become the predominant chapter themes: how it feels to work in a second language, 
references to an American style of writing, everything that relates to working one-on-one, 
the role that standards play in academic writing in general and second language writing in 
particular. I began to imagine how the chapters would take shape, and this made it easier to 




Crafting the text 
Creating the chapters was a complex and highly iterative process as I worked on 
many different versions of each. The decision to problematize the tensions I felt allowed me 
to incorporate my own subjectivity along with that of the interview subjects. Asking “what 
is the target” provided an underlying structure that would lead to the eventual resolution 
of accented writing. The literature review (Chapter 2: Framing the Study) and Discussion 
(Chapter 5) are where I contrast the two disciplinary fields, Second Language Writing and 
the Translingual Approach within Writing Studies, in which I’ve coexisted,  
The interview transcripts are the findings of the study, and the four Topical 
Chapters are the Results, where I engaged with what the subjects had given me. The key 
participants would be profiled when they first appeared, with brief points about who they 
are and about them as writers. When transcribing the interviews and then quoting the 
participants, I was careful to maintain their way of speaking. I also tried to develop a 
narrative arc for each chapter that would make sense of the content in a compelling way, 
which sometimes involved vignettes and foreshadowing.  
Hatch (2002) says that when interviewing is the primary source of data, researchers 
should include hunches about the phenomena they are studying based on knowledge of 
their informants and their own research purposes (p. 102). In this regard, our interview 
sessions stemmed from my interests and ideas and blossomed as the participants shared 
their personal accounts and perspectives. I tried to maintain this sense of emergent and 
wide-ranging conversation that also included my ways of thinking.   
Perhaps most important was the choices I made about which issues and topics to 
discuss in the Topical Chapters. Here is where I meld what the participants had to say with 
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my arguments, based on my background, experiences, and scholarship. By presenting the 
resolution of “writing with an accent,” I distinguish my way of thinking from both of the 
scholarly fields and show how making such a move fits within the current 
conceptualization of writing as social and contextual.  
Conclusion  
 
This concludes the instrumental chapters of the dissertation. The heart of the study 
begins next, with Chapter 4, the Research Results, that first reiterates the main points 








Research Results: In Four Topical Chapters 
  
This chapter is divided into four Topical Chapters that present the Results of the 
qualitative, interview-based study. Forty-eight interviews were conducted over seven 
months with faculty, graduate student second language writers (SLWs), consultants at the 
university writing center, and administrators in programs that assist graduate student 
SLWs at UIUC. While all of the interviews informed the study, two major groups emerged: 
(1) faculty who are SLWs and (2) graduate student SLWs who are engaged in developing 
their command of academic English-language writing along with command of their 
discipline. Most of the faculty were themselves once graduate students in immersive 
English-language environments.  
A focal group made up of eleven participants is the core of the study: nine SLW 
faculty, the director of the university writing center, and a local poet. Each is profiled when 
they first appear.  
Graduate students are key as well because they are especially motivated to develop 
their writing in academic English. They are the students who the faculty are working with, 
and the ones who are focused on when discussing the university writing center. Several are 
interviewed and their experiences incorporated.  
The subjects are discussed in their capacity both as writers and those who assist 
other writers. The faculty participants and writing center consultants fulfill a role of 
“sponsors of literacy” as described by Deborah Brandt (2001): “those who support, teach, 
model, as well as suppress and regulate another in the development of their literacy” (p. 
19), but in the case of this study, it is their literacy in English. Some of the faculty share 
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moving stories from their past of figures who have impacted on them, showing how deeply 
one can be touched, and how long it may stay with you, when it is your ability to express 
yourself that is at stake.    
The Topical Chapters are based on the interviews as well as discussion of issues 
concerning academic second language writing in English. It is here that experiences are 
shared, topics explained, scholarship incorporated, and arguments made. They are: 
Topical Chapter 1: Beyond Language  
Topical Chapter 2: Working One-on-One: Faculty Conferencing, Writing Centers, and 
Editors for Hire 
Topical Chapter 3: Writer Intentionality 
Topical Chapter 4: Writing with an Accent 
Importantly, discussion with the study participants is not in the disciplinary 
language of writing studies’ scholarship. They are not writing specialists but rather are 
sharing their lived experience as successful academic SLWs, and this emerges in their 
stories and examples.  
The study is from the point of view of an educator, and so a purpose – a target – is 
also personal – to reflect upon my own experiences over a long and varied career, share 
with the subjects and compare notes, and continuously develop in helping someone to 




TOPICAL CHAPTER 1: Beyond Language 
 
 
I call this chapter “Beyond Language” because it is about the style and organization 
of writing in academic English rather than what is usually considered the constituents of a 
language, i.e., the grammar and vocabulary (Webb & Nation, 2017). The idea that there is 
an English, some say American7, style (Eli Hinkel, 2015, calls it Anglo-American) was held 
by almost all the faculty subjects, and they speak here about what was meaningful in their 
own writing development and how this helps them to help their students. Their 
observations reinforce my experiences working with SLW graduate students who struggle 
not only with articulating their ideas but with rhetorical structures that, as one student put 
it, “would be clear and eloquent if only I was writing in my real language.”   
The chapter is divided into two parts. Part 1, Working in English, derives from my 
discussions with five of the faculty participants regarding how it feels to work in a second 
language generally and English in particular. Part 2, English working on you, focuses on the 
impact working predominantly in English has had on them, especially on their L1. 
PART 1: Working in English 
The first professor I interviewed is from Iran. He once mentioned during a class I 
took with him that he found writing in English very different from writing in Farsi, and that 
he loses his poetry when he writes in English. This put him in my notes as someone to 
eventually speak with for an interview. I quote him at length because his views are key to 
the development of my study. He straddles the tightrope I describe in the Introduction – 
 
7 I use “English” to mean English language and “American” when it is necessary to make a distinction. 
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between appreciating how much we gain when so many share a language and lamenting 
how much we can lose. 
Profile 1    
Professor Tehran8 has been in the US for 35 years, since he was in his mid-twenties. 
He came in order to receive advanced cancer treatment, following a horrific three years as 
a political prisoner on death row in Iran after the 1979 revolution. When his health 
improved, he went to graduate school in California and has been teaching and writing in 
the areas of history, sociology and advanced social theory since, all in the US. He says when 
he first arrived his command of English was very limited, and he had to constantly fight 
against his own intuition of how he should write.      
I ask him how he feels now about writing in English: 
The problem for second language writers is that English is a very practical 
language, and I have the same issue that I see a lot of Chinese students have, that if the 
writing doesn’t branch out to include different kinds of examples, expressions, and 
some symbolic kinds of references, then your argument seems kind of crude. In English 
it is totally the opposite – if you start using symbolic references or branching out from 
the main argument and then come back to the main argument again, it basically 
creates confusion. For my entire graduate school my advisor was always saying I have 
no clue what you are saying [laughs hard] – Really? But it’s very clear! I would say. 
Now I understand it is what happens in English when writing from my mother 
tongue – that inversion. You introduce a simple idea and then add another theme and 
then another, like a musical fugue. And by the end of the argument there are so many 
 
8 All the names are pseudonyms, as explained in Chapter 3: Methods. 
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parallel ideas happening at the same time which makes it very, very complex. In 
English it’s the opposite. The conclusion is supposed to be the most straight forward, 
clear part of your writing. You introduce all your ideas in the introduction. But if you 
do that in Farsi it reads like a sort of elementary school writing because you’re not 
supposed to say what you are thinking at the beginning. You’re supposed to expect 
your reader to labor and to follow your argument and reach that kind of complex 
conclusion. 
So you are saying the styles of organization are different?  
Yes. In English you do a lot of unpacking, in Persian you do the opposite. You 
start from simple and turn it into a complex piece of writing – and it’s very common to 
introduce new ideas at the end – you say I make all these arguments, but in the end 
you say we should also think about this – something you did not mention previously in 
your paper. That was a struggle I always had with my advisor – you can’t just 
introduce something you haven’t mentioned in the paper in the conclusion, he would 
say. But why not, I would say [laughing]. Because here I am saying that in my NEXT 
paper I’m going to come back to this idea… 
Later I ask if he has come to appreciate this English-language style in academic writing or if 
it is only instrumental. Do you wish you didn’t have to do it this way?  
I do think writing in English is very clear, and that clarity is so central in the 
way an argument is developed. In Farsi, clarity doesn’t necessarily make your writing 
good. If your writing is ambiguous – nobody would say ‘this is pretty ambiguous’ – 
rather, ‘it’s open to interpretation.’ And the more your writing is open to 
interpretation, the more it falls into the already existing styles of writing in Farsi. In 
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English, ambiguity is not something that is valued in writing, and you have to make 
things very straight forward and explicit. And now this is how I write; even in Farsi I’m 
very straight forward.  
 
Yin, from China, confirms these observations when she describes her English-
language development.  
Profile 2 
Yin is from mainland China. She was a graduate-student colleague when I knew and 
interviewed her (hence, I call her by her first name) and has now returned to China for a 
faculty position there (and, hence, I include her as a faculty subject). She makes the 
distinction that Taiwanese dialect is her mother tongue, she speaks Mandarin Chinese, and 
she has acquired English. She was in her fifth year of study in the US when we spoke and 
said she was just beginning to identify as an English-language writer, which is in line with 
second language acquisition research that says it generally takes five to seven years to 
become a proficient writer (Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014; Severino, 2009). 
Yin says analyzing an argument and writing in English are for her deeply 
intertwined. I was witness to a heated exchange about this between her and a friend of hers 
from China, Lilly, who was spending a semester studying in the US. We went together to a 
conference on international education and all shared a hotel room. Lilly is a university-level 
EFL teacher in China and had come to learn about ESL presentation and lesson planning 
methods. Yin was explaining to Lilly that what she needs most to understand about 
working in English is about how to write an argument. Yin became increasingly 
impassioned, trying to get across that this is different than what they do in Chinese; that it 
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took Yin the first couple of years for her to get her head around this. Lilly appeared blasé, as 
if she knew this and was it really such a big deal. Yin became exasperated, seemingly sure 
that Lilly didn’t get it at all.  
When Yin and I later sit in a quiet hallway for me to interview her, she explains:  
When I am writing in academic English, I must ask myself questions of what’s 
the point that I can make. What do I want to show, what’s the purpose and how do I 
demonstrate that? So very upfront, very direct, very assertive. That is how I was 
trained to write in English. 
Was that difficult to get used to? I ask. 
Oh, very difficult. In the very beginning I would embed poems and have a very 
poetic style of my writing in English. And my professors, because they were very nice, 
they said that it’s very beautiful, very engaging [laughs].  But then I was trained at a 
certain time to make an argument, to be assertive, to tell my point, and so I also 
acquire, gradually, to say that ‘first I blah blah blah, second I blah blah blah’ [laughs] – 
‘finally, I argue blah blah blah.’ You know? So now I’m more used to this kind of style. 
So when I look back on my writings before I see oh my God, I wrote so poetically. Now 
it’s all changed.  
 
Professor Budapest says something similar about Hungarian writers. 
Profile 3  
Professor Budapest learned languages easily as a child and also speaks Russian, 
French and Spanish. She originally came to the US as a graduate student and teaches many 
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international students as well as international subjects, including transnational sociology 
and global studies. She says: 
When I started writing in English, my husband [a native-English speaker who 
now speaks and works in Hungarian], always told me that I use a lot of metaphors 
and poetic expressions, and then I quickly learned that we don’t do that in American 
academia [laughing]. When I help him now with a translation, he sometimes shows me 
a Hungarian writer who used such a metaphor in a Hungarian text and frankly I 
cannot make sense of it – often it is not logical, and I think that kind of writing can be 
a way to conceal intellectual and logical sloppiness. So I think there’ s some value in 
this very prosaic – no poetic, no metaphor – type of writing. It doesn’t let you hide poor 
logic or weak arguments. 
 
The next professor, Professor Farsi, is, like Professor Tehran, also from Iran, but this 
is just a coincidence and not an indication of an especially large Iranian population at the 
university. I’ve sought her out because I’ve heard her speak about her personal and 
professional experiences and her publications, and I’m curious how being SLW fits in, 
because that is something she’s never mentioned. After we talk, I think maybe it’s not so 
coincidental that I’ve interviewed two people from this ancient place – they are both deep 
and heart-felt thinkers, philosophical, eloquent – what I had already known from other 
conversations, and why I knew I wanted to talk with both of them.  
Profile 4 
Similar to Professor Tehran, Professor Farsi also left Iran for political reasons; in her 
case she fled as a political refugee after her sister was executed in 1982. She crossed on 
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horseback to Turkey and was given refugee status in Norway. After several years she went 
to the US, to graduate school at Berkeley, and later focused her work in South America and 
South Africa. She has taught at UIUC for almost twenty years. She also speaks Norwegian 
and Spanish, but she works in English. Although she has authored several acclaimed books 
and articles and is highly recognized in her field, she describes herself as not at all 
confident about her writing and always in need of an editor. Dependence like this can set 
up a power dynamic, and her story of being badly treated in an early experience is featured 
in Topical Chapter 2. 
Here she shares what she tells her graduate students, who are typically 60-70 
percent international and SLW, about writing in English. First, she shows her own marked-
up text from her early days as a graduate student – “with red ants walking all over it” – and 
tells them that if she can do it, they certainly can. She tries to demystify writing in English 
for her students with the same mantra I hear from several of the faculty: 
I give the usual drill about English writing is a very boring thing, and I myself 
was shocked when I was instructed that you have to first tell people ‘this is what I’m 
going to tell you,’ and then you tell them, and then you tell them ‘this is what I told you’ 
– and I say as shocking as it sounds, this is the way we write in English. 
But still she is concerned that they can be “so very wordy” and says: “If they are not 
from India or Bangladesh or Pakistan, rigorously educated in boarding schools in English – 
if it’s not one of those students then it’s always, always trouble.” She describes a Brazilian 
student who wrote three times what anyone would expect for her Master’s thesis, and that 
she wrote “around and around and around”:  
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I see when the students are not educated in English, they have the kinds of 
problems that I had. And I had to tell her ‘you tell the reader what you’re going to tell 
them and then you tell them’ – and she said this is boring! I see the struggle in them, 
and it reminds me of myself. 
I ask, having described the English style as boring, what is your feeling? Is it unfortunate 
that they, that you, must adopt this structure?   
No, I think now it’s very pragmatic. Now that I see my students work in that 
way, I realize no amount of repetition can be too much when you are introducing a 
new idea. In principle all writing should be making sure the new ideas are clear – so 
it’s just good to hammer it – to put it at the beginning and put it at the end and in the 
middle. So pragmatically it makes sense – it’s practical – it’s effective. So I don’t resent 
it at all.  
English-language style of organization 
Almost all the faculty who were interviewed make similar comments about the style 
of writing in academic English, and refer in some way to this idealized model – what one 
from Germany calls the “say what you’re going to do – do it – say what you did” style, and 
what I’ve come to explain in my own practice with developing second language writers as  
thesis-driven, evidence-based, active-voiced, strongly-verbed, argument-oriented writing  
(Chason et al, 2017). 
The professors I interviewed who are native English speakers but are multilingual 
and write as SLWs in another language are of course familiar with the so-called American 
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style – they say they were schooled to write that way9. One says she is too familiar with it, 
finds it terribly boring and inauthentic, and doesn’t require such papers anymore, offering 
instead that students work on portfolio and multimodal projects. Another now assigns 
many shorter papers in lieu of one major long one, not because she doesn’t believe in the 
form but because she feels the students don’t command it well enough, and her feedback 
won’t make enough difference to make their time together worthwhile. She says she 
prefers they now work within a more concentrated format in which they have more 
opportunity to actually express themselves.  A third, however, laments that secondary 
school writing teachers no longer focus on the five-paragraph essay, which she believes 
provides a skeleton form for creating an argument. She thinks too many of her students – 
both native and nonnative English-speakers – have not been exposed to this, and when she 
gives them feedback on their writing, she stresses this model. 
The five-paragraph essay 
The classic five-paragraph essay is a rather hotly contested form. Some  blame what 
they consider weaknesses in student writing on its demise (Haluska, 2006; Seo, 2007; 
Smith, 2006), while others want to be rid of it completely so better instruction can take its 
place (Brannon et al, 2008, Caplan & Johns, 2019; Foley, 1989; Warner, 2019). But, as John 
Warner points out, the five-paragraph essay is “more avatar for the problem than the 
problem itself.” The problem is not an essay that has five paragraphs, but the restrictive 
rules that go with it: “Effective argumentation is about learning to make choices consistent 
with audience, purpose and message,” and cookie-cutter formulae can actually prevent 
 
9 These interviews took place in the preliminary round of the research, so these professors were not 
in the focal group. 
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students from practicing those far more vital and complicated skills, leading away from 
learning to argue (Warner interviewed in Jaschik, 2019). Jan Haluska (2006), on the other 
hand, praises it as a tool that can free students from the requirement to invent a new, 
creative pattern with every essay, so they can concentrate on learning unity, development, 
and coherence – the fundamentals of good persuasion (p. 51). 
Neither side would cheerlead for an inauthentic text that only exists in classrooms, 
with only the teacher for an audience and only a grade for the purpose (Caplan & Johns, 
2019; Prior, 2006). The difference lies in how useful they believe a model can be for helping 
make clear to a student, and in particular an SLW student, who their English-language 
audience is and the writerly elements a reader in that audience expects (Atkinson & Tardy, 
2018, p. 92).  
In ESL instruction such modeling is common and is often called guided or scaffolded 
writing. Many textbooks in ESL still feature a form of the five-paragraph essay for students 
to analyze and practice (for example, Folse et al., 2010), prompting the focus of a recent 
Roundtable at the annual TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) 
conference (2019) titled “Beyond Five-Paragraph Essays: Why Don’t Writing Textbooks 
Reflect Current Research?” This debate seems destined to continue.  
 
 A professor from Taiwan, who indeed finds it useful to employ such frameworks, 
next describes her experience.  
Profile 5 
Professor Taipei teaches in the Literature and Linguistics department of a leading 
teachers’ college and is at UIUC for a year as a Visiting Scholar. She was a student here as 
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well in the 1990s and earned her PhD in Linguistics in what was then called DEIL, the 
Division of English as an International Language10. She focused then on comparing Chinese 
and English writing and became specialized in writing research. She has come now to 
observe the Writing Studies program at UIUC and is spending time at the university writing 
center as well, with plans to bring back ideas for the center at her home university. 
In Taiwan, Professor Taipei’s position is two-fold: to teach students majoring in 
English and to train the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers who will teach 
throughout the country. She is most familiar with the process and text-based approaches to 
writing and says she is used to “analyzing the cognitive processes her graduate students 
undergo when they write and the strategies they perform.” But in current scholarship, she 
says, the emphasis is on writing viewed as a social act – “it involves a broad variety of 
actors, situated in particular contexts, presented in multimodalities” – and it is this that she 
wants to more fully explore:  
What matters, in addition to the genre, the conventions, the formats they have 
to meet in their disciplines, are other things like their teachers and advisors, their 
friends they talk to, their appointment with the tutor in the writing center. Also their 
different backgrounds, their cultures, the languages they speak…and so it can be more 
complicated than just providing students with a simple genre or pattern to follow. We 
talk about genre systems and that each assignment – and also note-taking, lectures, 
and emails – they may all be seen as different genres… 
She believes this approach frowns on models like the five- and six-paragraph essay – 
six, she says, when it includes a counterargument. But she is teaching the teachers, and she 
 
10 The program is now MATESL – MA in Teaching English as a  Second Language. 
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thinks models and guidelines are useful – both for her students’ own development as 
English-language writers and for what they will do in the classroom when they are teaching 
their Chinese students. In many conversations we have in the writing center as well as the 
interview I conduct with her she and I agree that there is a difference between analyzing 
the writing of already-developed language users, which had mainly been the domain of 
Writing Studies when it was primarily monolingual-oriented (Matsuda, 2006, 2011; Silva, 
1997; Silva & Leki, 2004), and analyzing how to teach it to English-language learners, the 
very basis of the ESL and SLW fields.  
And she explains that her students need to learn the style of academic writing in 
English because it is quite different from writing in Chinese: 
When we Chinese people write we are not used to develop the ideas linearly one 
by one – for example, in English if you want to write arguments about disadvantages 
of genetically modified foods you probably list them one by one and discuss them one 
by one. In this way it can be considered as an organized paragraph. But in Chinese you 
just talk about it, approaching it directly and indirectly, in ways that are closely 
related, in one paragraph. So you circle around the idea – that would be good enough. 
My students have to be trained to organize their paragraphs in the way that is 
preferred by the native speaker of English. 
She further notes that Chinese writing does not use topic sentences in the typical 
way English writing does. What is far more common is that a paragraph ends in a topic 
sentence – after you have introduced and discussed your points: 
Beginning a paragraph with a topic sentence is just one way of writing a 
paragraph – and this is not the best way, it is not the preferred way. Chinese people 
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prefer to be indirect. By the end of the paragraph they want to conclude with the main 
point – so in some ways it is the opposite.  
Comparing source languages  
What Professor Taipei says is echoed in the book Chinese rhetoric and writing: An 
introduction for language teachers (Kirkpatrick & Xu, 2012), written primarily for English-
speaking teachers of academic writing who are teaching Chinese L1 students. The authors 
present a common Chinese sequencing pattern “because-therefore” as a fundamental 
principle of sequencing in Chinese and one reason, they say, why so many western scholars 
have classified Chinese rhetoric and writing as indirect (p. 5). They explain a typical 
paragraph is structured “Because … Because … Because … Therefore” – what Professor 
Taipei means when she says the topic sentence comes at the end. Kirkpatrick & Xu argue it 
is not so much a case of “indirectness” but a preference for inductive reasoning (p. 42). I 
know well from working with Chinese L1 writers how valuable it can be to make 
differences in paragraph structuring between the two languages explicit (Liu, 2016; 
Severino, 2009).  
I am reminded of my experience learning to write in Dutch, as well. I know how 
much I benefitted from being expressly shown how certain features of word order and 
sentence structure worked differently from English. An American friend who speaks 
French told me of a similar experience learning to reverse the order of clauses – “before I 
was shown this, I was told I am writing like an English speaker; after, my writing became 
French.” I am told by many SLW students I work with that they gain a great deal when we 
discuss the fundamental patterns of the language and the expectations of their readers (see 
also Minett, 2009; Reid, 1994/2001).  
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Contrastive Rhetoric, Intercultural Rhetoric 
Kirkpatrick and Xu (2012) are also keen to counter the popular notion that there is a 
Chinese way of thinking and seeing the world that is determined by language and can be 
detected in the style and form of writing (p. 5).  Such a comparative analysis of written 
languages, and contextualizing those differences within different cultures, was known as 
Contrastive Rhetoric (CR) in the 1960s and was highly influential in the early SLW field 
(Casanave, 2017; Connor, 1996, 1997). The thrust of the approach – how writers from 
different languages and cultures could be expected to structure their texts when writing in 








CR was originally proposed as a pedagogical tool that could help identify student 
writers’ difficulties, but it fell out of favor for being too essentialist (as if such idealized 
types actually exist), too Anglo-centric (English is the straight-line winner), and not 
accounting enough for difference (there can be as much variation within a culture’s styles 
as between those of different cultures) (Canagarajah, 2002a, 2002b; Casanave, 2017; Leki, 
1997; Matsuda, 2001; Zamel, 1997).  
The gist of the CR field – that writers from different L1s have different writing styles 
– has continued, but now re-named and re-positioned as Intercultural Rhetoric, developed 
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largely by Ulla Connor (2002, 2011). Connor (2011) identifies new precepts that are in line 
with current writing studies theorizing. These include no longer only considering an 
isolated text but also the surrounding social context and practices; addressing language 
and writing as social action, meaning that many, often unnoticed, figures contribute to a 
writer’s production; and negotiating English-language norms as use of English spreads and 
is practiced “in different settings among people of varying proficiencies who have different 
uses for the language.”  The influences of genre studies, disciplinary writing, and 
sociocultural contextualization have all been important to this field continually 
redeveloping itself (pp. 6-7).  
Casanave (2017) notes that a comparative field such as Intercultural Rhetoric is best 
served by an investigative, probing approach by teacher-researchers (p. 46).  Ali Abasi 
(2012) writes within this framework in his article “The pedagogical value of intercultural 
rhetoric: A report from a Persian-as-a-foreign-language classroom.” Here he conducts an 
experiment that seeks to test if writers in different languages show a preferred style of 
rhetorical organization, and if this is linked to more successful summary writing. His class 
of advanced Persian-language learners were presented with two newspaper editorials 
written in Persian. One was from an Iranian newspaper and one from the New York Times, 
similar in length and topic, but that Abasi had translated. The students did not know about 
the source of the two articles or whether or not they were translated and were told the 
assignment was to summarize them. Then he compared how they wrote about each one 
and interviewed the students to find which they found clearer.  
Repeatedly, the students found it easier to understand and summarize the article 
originally written in English and which followed an English style of organization. They said 
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it was more direct, more clearly laid out, did not “ramble” or bring in extraneous points as, 
they said, the one in Persian did. They liked that the thesis was made clear in the opening 
paragraph and not four paragraphs down  (p. 203), that it was focused on facts and was 
devoid of verbal flourishes (p. 204), that they didn’t have to read it several times and still 
be unsure of the main points (p. 206), and that it seemed linear and logical, not circuitous 
(p. 210). 
The author concludes that there is a clearly distinguishable organizational style in 
the two different languages and, not surprisingly, that the students could more successfully 
summarize from a form they were more familiar with. The next step is for a follow-up that 
does the same experiment but with L1 Persian speakers learning English (p. 212).  
Casanave (2017) calls Abasi’s study a rare example in applied linguistics that 
focuses on students learning a language other than English (p. 46). While Abasi’s main 
purpose is to investigate the organization of texts, he also provides a sociocultural 
interpretation of the different rhetorical styles when, as a final step, he brings into the class 
a former Iranian journalist living in exile who explains that the writing style could have 
reasons beyond just the layout of the argument, for example, political considerations that 
required a more nuanced exposition, and that the “vagueness,” “meandering,” or “hard-to-
follow qualities” perceived by the students could have been “rhetorical features motivated 
by the particular sociopolitical conditions in contemporary Iran…to subtly caution the 
ruling elite not to bring war and calamity upon the nation by irresponsibly making ‘rash 
statements’ about other countries” (p. 211). Thus, he adds a valuable sociocultural 




As Abasi’s students show, adopting an English-style rhetorical organization in 
academic writing can be instrumental for an English-language reader to comprehend the 
writer’s intended meaning.  Eli Hinkel (2015), whose expertise includes curriculum 
development for advanced L2 writing, suggests it is useful to advise SLWs that by meeting 
the reader’s expectations for clarity, structure, a thesis, and supporting evidence – features 
“of Anglo-American academic writing that often baffle students from different cultural 
backgrounds” (p. 260) – they can often override issues of irregular grammar and limited 
vocabulary (see also Cox, 2019, p. 154). 
But there are additional elements, more at the level of language, that my interview 
subjects also brought up, for example when Yin discusses her use of the passive in English. 
She says in the beginning it was very hard and she was struggling when she had to only 
write in English:  
I worked with a tutor who was a PhD student at the writing center in my 
previous university, in the US, before I came here. He asked me to write in more 
positive voice, less in passive. And specifically to show my confidence [she laughs] in 
my writing. And that made me think a lot, because I don’t think I am not confident in 
my thinking, but he doesn’t see that in my writing. And nobody would say that about 
my writing in Chinese. 
Here she is conflating a passive construction with lack of confidence. An active voice 
in English, she suggests, sounds more positive, even assertive; it is the verb-fronted S-V-O 
sentence structure I described in the Introduction when comparing English and Dutch.  
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Professor Tehran also identifies active voice as something he considers central to 
English writing. He says, “If you are an English speaker and you are using passive 
sentences, it is often considered bad writing.” But he goes on to say that choosing for the 
passive voice may signify something deeper for SLWs: 
For a lot of nonnative speakers, passive structure IS the structure of writing. It 
has something to do with the question of individualism, I think. That you assert 
yourself and make sentences very clear vis a vis the writer – like the writer has a place 
there, and then from that place you see the world and you make assertions about it – 
that is in English. In English when you use passive sentences it makes the argument 
very ambiguous – you don’t know who is doing what exactly – constantly I write on my 
students’ papers: do not use passive sentences, do not use passive sentences – ok, but 
then, maybe there is a wisdom there! To use these passive tenses – to leave things a 
little bit open – I think that generates a different kind of engagement – different from 
the way English writing has a very explicit structure. In that sense I think it definitely 
says something about the way people see the world – if you are using this particular 
structure of writing which is to me a particular engagement with the world.  
Later in my discussion with Yin she returns to the topic of passive, which supports 
Professor Tehran’s observation: 
I think how I approach writing now in English is very much embedded in the 
sentence structure of the language and it teaches me how to think in that way. So in 
English you would say “I am X” – and it’s very “I am” – but in Chinese you would say “I 
am called X” – passive voice – I am called – it means there is a relationship there – that 
you call me X. So it indicates a relationship, and I don’t think that in English “I am X” 
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reflects that. And that’s the difference for me to think about. And another thing is in 
English I think about “I” followed by a verb – like “I discuss,” “I argue,” “I contend that” 
– these are all academic English writing structures – and now I acquired that. I’m used 
to writing in that already. But, in Chinese, usually we would say “we” – you know – the 
subject usually is plural. It’s more in relationship, I think. 
So when I choose this passive structure in my writing it means that for me it’s 
not my own story, it’s not my own voice, it’s relational, and I want to show that, but I 
think that that was not the practice in English writing. My tutor was asking me why I 
use that so much. And now, I actually feel more confident to write in English because of 
practice more and because of the requirement of the academic writing to make your 
argument – you need to be very clear to show your points up front, not going around 
and around and around and hiding your points. And that’s what I think I did in my 
Chinese writing.  
 
In the first part of this chapter, the interview subjects shared deep experiences of 
how they came to understand and increasingly command the changes they needed to make 
to successfully express themselves in academic English. Part 2 focuses on how the 
argument structure that many say is key to this kind of writing can also come to pervade 
writing in one’s L1. 
PART 2: English working on you 
I first share an article about Chinese scholars who studied in the West but have now 
returned to work in Chinese academia and focuses on conflicts they face between English 
and Chinese writing conventions (Shi, 2002). The 14 subjects had been trained in a British 
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or American university as a graduate student or visiting scholar and are all highly 
published. They comment on the differences in paragraph development, argument 
structure, and referencing sources, for example: “In English writing, you have to say who 
said this. You have to write in brackets the name of the author and the date ... but in 
Chinese writing, very often you don't need to do that” (p. 630).  
Most participants in the study said now that they are back in China they continue to 
choose to follow the English writing conventions because they have been educated in that 
way of thinking, and most expect those conventions to become increasingly influential, 
especially because so many Chinese scholars are returning from western experiences. 
Some choose to deliberately send articles only to Chinese journals whose editors are 
known to also be western trained (p. 630). One said he had to modify his style for a very 
prestigious traditional Chinese journal: “I followed the basic academic format of Western 
writing, so there was an introduction in which I formed the question and had a rationale. 
They thought it was not necessary and dropped my introduction. I felt uncomfortable and 
frustrated but did not object because I wanted to publish my article” (p. 631).  Another  
lamented, “Many of our articles were rejected by the Chinese editors because they did not 
think our articles were beautiful enough” (p. 630). 
Almost all the SLW faculty subjects interviewed in my study said something similar 
– that there is a westernized, English-influenced, academic version of their L1 that is clearly 
discernible. For example, Professor Tehran said that it’s very clear to him when he reads 
academic books and articles written in Farsi who was educated abroad and who in Iran, 
because of the structure of their sentences and the way their arguments are developed.  
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Professor Bergen from Norway says this is also quite prevalent among academics 
there, and that there is a word in Norwegian that describes this that translates to “klutzy.” 
She, like most of the others I spoke with, says she doesn't work professionally in her L1. 
She says, “You get a bit homeless and my writing is homeless now,” and that she’s not 
satisfied that she can express herself perfectly in either language, but that she’s probably 
better in English now and certainly in academic English. 
Professor Budapest says she never got to the same academic level in Hungarian that 
she achieved in English, and she calls the academic version of the language a third language 
of its own: 
Going to graduate school here I was socialized into the native tongue of 
American academia – it’s like it was a third language. So not Hungarian colloquial and 
not American colloquial, it’s American Academic English. And because I didn’t have 
Hungarian academic language, this is now more native to me than writing in my 
native language. Three years ago, I was invited for the first time to give a talk about 
my research in Hungary – and it was like sweating blood. A lot of the terms I didn’t 
know in Hungarian, and many of the books there don’t use the terms that for us here 
are very natural. I’ve recently been translated from English into Hungarian, and I went 
back and forth with the organizer – how would you say this, how would you say that – 
it’s writing I could never do. 
Professor Tehran has also recently had a book he wrote in English translated, for 
publication in Iran. He described a comical situation that’s like playing telephone. He had 
translated many primary documents from Farsi into English, but now the translators must 
 86 
find the originals – it wouldn’t make sense or read well to translate those versions back 
into Farsi. And he describes how he is reconstructing his own writing so it can work in Iran: 
It’s such a fascinating process! It reads like I’m reading somebody else’s book! 
From the very first page of the Introduction and two pages into it I thought, if I was 
writing this in Farsi I wouldn’t start like this, but it does make perfect sense for an 
English reader. And that’s a very awkward kind of position because I am a native Farsi 
speaker! It is in the structure of sentences – Farsi is like German – it has long, long 
sentences, often one paragraph is one sentence. And if you break it, it sounds very 
elementary. So I’m doing this thing backwards – this Farsi translation of my own book 
– I’m trying to make the sentences read longer – stretching them with comma, comma, 
comma. Of course, for the Farsi speaker THIS makes perfect sense – their mind is 
trained to read this way. 
Similarly, Professor Taipei says of her fellow academics:  
When we write in Chinese, I believe our writing has been transformed or 
heavily influenced by English, including those in the hard sciences and engineering, 
because 80-90 percent of them are trained in the US.  
She says that twenty years ago, when she did her graduate research, she tried to 
work in the Contrastive Rhetoric tradition:   
I tried to analyze how writing in Chinese is different from English, but because I 
think the Chinese writing has been influenced and westernized so much now, only a 
small part of people – the people in the Chinese department – they can write in the 
really traditional ways. And my kids – when I read their reading textbook in Chinese – 
my husband doesn’t like the readings included in these books at all – and me not as 
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well. Why? Because the readings they use are not written in good Chinese actually – 
they are in westernized Chinese. 
She explains that some of this is because of domestic Taiwanese politics – who is in 
power and how much they want to ally with mainland Chinese culture or western culture – 
thus providing a sociohistoric interpretation for the changes she notes.  
Exceptional or instrumental? 
As I complete an interview with one of the faculty subjects he muses aloud:  
Could it be that there is a symbiotic relationship between English serving as the 
international academic language and the qualities that describe it – that active-
voiced, evidence-driven, argument-oriented “say what you’re going to do–do it–say 
what you did” style?  
In other words, we further discuss, has English academic writing perhaps become 
more this way as it has fulfilled this role as the international language of academia and 
research? Has the transparent, linear, deductive nature of the style helped make possible 
the development and spread of a worldwide shared academic writing culture? Ilona Leki 
(1992) writes, “Cultures evolve writing styles appropriate to their own histories and the 
needs of their societies” (p. 90) – could the same be said of the culture of global academia 
and of English serving in this historically unique role? 
The professor’s suggestion is bold, and the focus must of course always also be on 
the history part of the sociohistoric – the political, military, cultural domination of the 
Anglo-speaking world and how this has required English language use by individuals to 
compete and achieve in contemporary times. As one of the graduate students from China 
put it: “We didn’t choose English, English chose us.” Whether English is exceptional in some 
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respects and especially suited as an academic lingua franca or merely instrumental may be 
a topic I take up in future work (Chapter 6). 
Conclusion 
The professors share what they think and feel from their own experience. They are 
not language practitioners or theorists, but they have their own felt history to draw upon 
as English-language learners, writers, and teachers. In this chapter they have pointed 
mostly in the direction of the organization of a text in English beyond grammar and 
language, and of adapting to this when coming from a different writing culture. In addition, 
they note the unintended consequences that can arise when this style also impacts on the 
writer’s L1. 
The next chapter is about one-on-one experiences that have contributed to 
increasing the study subjects’ command of the language, what they enact with their own 
students, and the mix of experiences that can occur when working with an editor for hire. 
There is a particular focus on the role of the university writing center, which exists 
expressly because of the value in working one-on-one with another person singularly 
focused on you and your writing. 
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TOPICAL CHAPTER 2: Working One-On-One:  
Faculty Conferencing, Writing Centers, and Editors for Hire 
 
This chapter, divided into three parts, is about the value of working one-on-one. The 
first part is about what the nine faculty subjects say helped them in their English-language 
writing development and what they do to assist and support their SLW students. They all 
recommend the students use the university writing center, and the writing center is the 
topic of Part 2. It is about how centers are changing to accommodate the increasing 
numbers of student writers who are SLWs and introduces the director of the center at 
UIUC. Part 3 features several graduate students who use the center on a regular basis. They 
say they choose to work with a consultant because it adds to their writing development. 
They want help to say what they mean, but they also want to maintain control. They want 
to be able to talk back, to question, to interact with the one giving the feedback, not just 
receive a revised version of their text. 
Many SLWs, however, do hire an editor,11 and this is discussed in Part 3 of the 
chapter as well. Most of the faculty subjects think this is fine, even encourage it, although 
Professor Gardener, who is the next to be profiled, says it is acceptable only at the stage 
after she has approved all the student’s content. She is also concerned that students not 
become dependent on an editor. And perhaps most important, she says, when someone 
else does a final edit of the text, the writer can lose “struggling with what it takes to 
produce a polished paper that reflects your own thinking. Often much reformulating 
 
11 An editing job may only involve proofreading, for example for tenses, grammatical structures, and 
punctuation, but it can also include substantive revision of sentences and paragraphs and macro-
level organization. The extent of the work must be agreed before starting the job. 
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happens in that final stage – what are you giving away when the editor does this instead of 
you?”   
Even more concerning is the vulnerable position someone may be in when their 
ability to express themself is limited. Professor Farsi shares an experience she says she still 
feels very acutely, when her thinking and ideas were thoroughly developed but not her 
English:  
When I was a graduate student, I hired another PhD student – a Canadian – I 
think his field was maybe poetry or creative writing – I used to pay him, and he would 
read my papers and help me revise them. Soon it became a kind of abusive relationship 
– he used his power to shine me down, to make fun of me – ‘didn’t I already tell you 
this? didn’t we do this last time?’ Maybe he was just unhappy in his own life, maybe he 
was enjoying the power he had… I remember we were sitting in one of the communal 
rooms at my college and the way in which he was talking to me was very upsetting to 
another person who overheard, who I didn’t even know – afterward I was standing 
outside, and he said I really am sorry that this has happened, this is very disturbing to 
see how he talks to you. That helped me realize that I’m right to feel that it’s not right. 
At the end of the semester I stopped it. It wasn’t good for me, I didn’t care how much 
English was a problem for me or not (she laughs). 
 So this chapter presents what the subjects of the study say about working one-on-
one, about receiving feedback that can help in developing command of the language, but 
also about pitfalls the writers and those who work with them may face. In other words, 
what is the English-language target for those who are assisting SLWs as well as for the 
writers themselves?  
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We begin with what the faculty shared about what they do when working with their 
SLW graduate students. 
PART 1: Faculty conferencing  
All the professors in the study are empathetic toward the international students and 
fear that we don’t get to hear valuable voices and points of view – on our campus but also 
in their fields – because they are not being articulated well enough in English. They all say 
it is the students’ ideas that are important, and that they try to read past the language. For 
example, one says: “I don’t grade them on their writing as such – I do grade them on how 
hard they work, on the ideas, if they’re getting it.” Another says he doesn’t mind if they use 
a proofreader: “It just makes it easier to read, and I can tell that it is their thinking.”  A third, 
however, notes that making this distinction – between their language and what is meant, 
i.e., their ideas – is not always so easy, and her profile and comments follow. 
Profile 6 
Professor Gardener is a native-English-speaker who also works in Arabic and 
Spanish. She holds combined appointments in several fields including Medieval Studies, 
African American Studies, and Spanish and Portuguese. She got her start in studio art but is 
now a highly published and acclaimed historian, and an authority on Asian art and the built 
environment. She says her art form now is writing. She jokes she could never be a writing 
teacher because she doesn’t really understand what the problem is – she thinks an idea, 
and she puts it on paper. But she knows it is not so easy for others. 
I ask her what happens when the writing is the issue for her students and not 
necessarily the ideas. She responds:  
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It is hard to separate because I don’t know what their ideas are if they can’t 
write them out for me. I’m not judging their writing per se but I have to assess their 
ability to persuade me of an argument through the medium that has been assigned. I 
don’t say you’ve used too many semi-colons or your spelling is atrocious – I don’t care 
about that.  But if I can’t find their argument – I can’t give it to them.  
I usually invite them to my office for private sessions in which I ask them to tell 
me what the idea is, and then try to help them record it better than what they’ve done 
–  because they’re usually pretty good at speaking, but when it comes to writing that 
fluidity drops away. 
She says her expectations are also changing: 
  When I started my career, I would require 20-page term papers from 
undergrads, and certainly from grads – 20 to 30 pages. From PhD students I still 
expect that. But for those who are just here for a two-year Master’s program, it is now 
just a series of two-page papers – because that’s how much we can work on together in 
an hour. More than that and they’re just going to put more bad writing down. And I’m 
not going to be able to help them with it.  
Among her writers she describes three levels: 
There are some who are going to be listened to and have an impact on the field. 
There are some who will publish some articles and we will never hear from them 
again. Every PhD program has them. We don’t look for them, but we also don’t know 
until someone gets here how ambitious they are. And the third is those who will get the 
PhD but go back and teach – the history, the theory, the science – that we’ve taught 
them, but not necessarily have a very robust research career. They can be fabulous 
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teachers, and some get tenure on that ground. Fabulous teachers who have something 
to say but aren’t actually changing the field. And we’re producing people like that, too.  
So a central question is: How important is English for that work?  
I tell my students even if you’re going back to your home country, if you want to 
play on the global stage, and frankly I hope you do because I don’t want to just send 
you off and forget about you, then you’re going to have to attend conferences, present 
in English, publish in English. And you can publish in your home language and other 
languages – you can do it all. But some of it has to be in English because that’s how you 
reach people like me, who don’t speak Gujarati or Chinese. I’m not sure they need more 
than a base knowledge – what’s important is they can present their work in English, 
and it doesn’t have to be perfect.  
 
Professor Budapest says it may also have to do with the discipline: 
I was participating in a project with the National Science Foundation where 
the main person was in Engineering, from China, and I had a hard time understanding 
what he was saying – but there he was, a full professor, very accomplished, probably 
bringing in a ton of money. And maybe in his discipline those oral and writing skills are 
not as important as what you produce in your lab. But in the social sciences these 
things do matter. 
Like Professor Gardener, Professor Budapest also questions how necessary it is: 
It’s bound up with what is our goal – is it to produce more PhDs for the 
American market? Isn’t it a noble enough goal to produce PhDs for their home 
countries? Many go back to teach at excellent universities in Turkey or Korea. I think 
 94 
that’s wonderful – not because I don’t want them to stay here, but because I feel that 
what we teach them in our advanced studies is valuable, that they couldn’t get it 
anywhere else. It can be very hard for those students to get research grants – partially 
because of their English. If they take those jobs, they don’t have to continue to publish 
or speak in English.  
But she says it’s built into the system here to care about their English proficiency: 
Placement of your PhDs counts far more if they’re in the US, in tenure track 
positions. When they go back to teach in their native countries, or publish articles not 
in English, that is not valued. 
She says we can talk the talk of being flexible and accepting their different levels of 
proficiency, but when it comes to being competitive, it is their writing style and formality, 
and even their ability to make and get a joke in English and participate in English-language 
culture, that counts as well as their ideas. 
Drawing on experience 
Professor Farsi says receiving one-on-one feedback made the most important 
contribution to her English-language writing development and that she learned the most 
when someone would sit next to her and go over what she had written and what needed to 
be changed to improve the English. But then she says she got to know what was wrong:  
I wasn’t learning anything anymore by hearing about it – sentences too long, 
incorrect use of articles, too much passive voice – I just had to do it. And just doing it 
again and again is what gradually helped me. Because I am very tenacious, and I 
wouldn’t give up. 
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What does she do with her own SLW students? 
I put on track changes, and in the bubbles and in the margins I say it’s hard to 
follow the logic, it’s not clear, you could say it shorter, the sentence is too long, break it 
down – I make comments like this. But I don’t break down the sentence for them, which 
I think is a good thing. And I don’t go inside the language – frankly, I don’t have the 
confidence. Plus, when I get focused on editing the language, then I can’t engage with 
the content. With graduate students it is also how do they write an extended document 
– you know four, five, six chapters on a theme in a language they don’t feel they 
command – so that takes a lot of my time. By the time somebody would line edit for 
language, I have already invested weeks of work. And by the final version, they have 
taken up many suggestions and it is always greatly improved. 
Professor Budapest responds to the same question: 
Sometimes I just go through and I start marking – I know I shouldn’t but 
sometimes I just do it anyway, especially when I feel the student is open to suggestions, 
and I feel they will learn from it. 
I ask her why she thinks she shouldn’t do this: 
Well I have colleagues who say they are not a proofreader so they just give it 
back to them and tell them to work on it. I think that’s fair when you have so much 
work to do and so many papers to grade. There’s only so much of this writing kind of 
feedback you can give. 
And there are some in my department who don’t even think we SHOULD 
prepare students to be perfect writers – that if they are not, they should fail, or they 
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should resolve it on their own. We shouldn’t be holding their hand – we’re not 
babysitters. 
I don’t feel this way. Often these [SLW] students are the students who are the 
hardest workers, the most diligent. I’m thinking back to myself – I knew I had a steep 
learning curve, I couldn’t fall behind, so I just worked like crazy, and that’s basically 
how I see them as well. Some of them are really smart, and I really see their 
improvement. 
I ask others where they learned about what they should do. Several mention they 
have participated in professional development activities offered by university-wide 
programs such as the Center for Innovation in Teaching and Learning, the college-level 
Academy of Teaching Excellence, or more localized such as department workshops. One 
mentioned that questions around how to handle ESL writing used to be a trending topic, 
but now that’s been taken over by subjects such as using social media and technology in the 
classroom. One says she’s not at all sure what to do, and nobody has offered her useful 
guidance. Most say they base what they do on what worked with them. 
Reading like a writer 
With Professor Tehran we discuss that, as a teacher, he is always concerned with 
how students express themselves, which of course applies to native-English-speakers as 
well as SLWs. He says he teaches many theory seminars and often he sees the differences 
disappear between first and second language: 
The language of theory is nobody’s language – and it is fascinating to see how 
native-English-speakers write about things the language of which is totally foreign to 
them. It might be the words are English, but the way ideas are unfolding is very 
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strange. Often people with English as a second language do better because they read 
very carefully no matter what – I always thought this was a good thing for me, when I 
was reading theory, because it doesn’t matter to me if I’m reading Max Weber or I’m 
reading Danielle Steele, I’m going to have to pay close attention [laughs]. 
What he tells his students is how important it is to read. First, out loud: 
I tell them that the only way to understand a complex text is to read it out loud. 
If you don’t read it out loud it means you are skimming – and if you’re skimming it, 
then you’re not getting it.  
And then he says something that is a basic tenet in writing instruction: 
The reading corresponds to the writing. Unless you cultivate the reading, you 
can’t possibly produce these different styles and articulate ideas that will be 
comprehensible and effective. 
In writing instruction, this idea is coined as “to read like a writer” (Hinkel, 2015; 
Nation, 2009; Prose, 2007; Sword, 2017). As Michael Bunn (2011) recommends: 
Instead of reading for content or to better understand the ideas in the writing 
(which you will automatically do to some degree anyway), you are trying to 
understand how the piece of writing was put together by the author and what you 
can learn about writing by reading a particular text. As you read, you think about the 
choices the author made and the techniques that are used that are influencing your 
responses as a reader. What is it about the way this text is written that makes you 
feel and respond the way you do? (p. 72). 
Reading like a writer can expressly lead to genre awareness (Hinkel, 2015) and to 
the writer’s incorporating the vocabulary and style of the discipline to make it their own. 
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However, it is not a subconscious process that takes place automatically (Brandt, 2015, p. 
165; Hirvela, 2016; Olson, 2007).  To guide writing center tutors in developing such 
awareness with their tutees, Michelle Cox (2019) discusses the value of “mentor text 
analysis,” an approach she says has long been used in second language writing instruction 
(for example, Swales & Feak, 2012). The writer is asked to bring in to their session one or 
even a few journal articles from their discipline they find well written, and the tutor can 
then refer to these to help with questions about genre, discourse, style, usage, and 
rhetorical choices, essentially approaching the text as if it were a mentor (Cox, 2019, p. 
153). A graduate student from Mexico, in linguistics, told me how important it was to 
engage in such practices when he first arrived in the US seven years ago – to pay attention 
to how the writer wrote as well as what they wrote. 
This points also to the importance of the writer being made aware of their reading 
audience. As a writing center consultant, I often say: “what I am understanding from your 
text as a reader…” or “I think it would be more clear to the reader to put it in that order,” or 
“what an American English-language reader might expect…” (Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014; 
Leki, 2009; Matsuda & Cox, 2009).  
Developing proficiency 
Professor Bergen, from Norway, is in Philosophy, and she says precision in 
explaining your ideas is so important in her discipline that her SLW students must come to 
master the language, and she can’t let them off the hook on this.   
Profile 7      
She explains that in Norway, the combination of a welfare state, wealth based on an 
oil economy, and a history of women’s rights and the labor movement have added up to a 
 99 
culture that invests greatly in education. She says because the country is tiny, people are 
encouraged to go abroad for their education – thousands do it every year at pre-approved 
universities paid for by the state through the Master’s level, and the country couldn’t exist 
without taking part internationally in such ways. She herself got more than one degree in 
the UK. 
She says from her parents’ generation on, most people speak English well, and she’s 
the first in her family to have become an academic. Before, “it was academics who 
produced academics,” but now this has opened up, and she is empathetic not only to those 
who must work so hard to write in and command a second language but who are also new 
to academia. Still, she says, in a small country you need to make your name abroad to be 
well-regarded at home – something similar that I hear from those I’ve interviewed from the 
Netherlands and Taiwan.  
She says the official language at the universities is Norwegian, but many courses are 
taught in English – it is up to the professor – and the student has the right to write in 
Norwegian. I think to myself of the Bengali graduate student who told me Bangla was used 
in lectures and in class, but then their exams were in English, and how difficult that was 
because of the differences in terminology and having to explain the ideas developed in one 
language into another. Or the Dutch student who told me of a very popular professor who 
was older and his English was not that good, but the universities became English-medium 
and he was now expected to lecture in English. His delivery became flat and uncolorful and 
he lost his popularity, and she found this very sad. There are many examples of both 
success and fall-out in furthering a one-world academic language. 
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I ask Professor Bergen about her own English language development. She says she 
spent two months just working on academic writing at a university in the UK before 
starting graduate school in Canada. She says the experience was transformative but still 
doesn’t think her writing is good enough. That feeling never ends, she says. She says she 
always uses an editor, and that she learns from the process: “I want someone to edit my 
text and show me with track changes so I see what they’ve done, see what I haven’t done 
well, and also because sometimes I disagree.” 
I ask what she does with her own students. She says, “I once told a professor in the 
English department that I correct students’ grammar and he said you shouldn’t – it’s a bad 
thing to do. But often I do – because that’s how I learned” – confirming again the value of 
hearing from those who have been there.  
She describes working with a Korean doctoral student “whose English is not yet 
very good.” By saying it this way – not yet very good – she shows her appreciation that 
language development evolves: 
It’s fascinating to speak with him – he’s very good in Chinese philosophy. 
Western and Chinese philosophy need a bridge and no doubt he can become one of 
them. If you just let go and follow him in the principles, then you can help him find 
what he’s after. It’s not an accident that he’s worked with me – I have the patience 
when he’s looking for the words… 
But at some point in philosophy you have to be so precise, you have to say 
exactly what it is that you mean. It’s not like “I wasn’t quite sure if you meant such and 
such…” It’s very important to master the language in which you’re trying to express 
the ideas. 
 101 
And it’s not always about English: 
When your work is Kant, you have to be able to read it in German. Because the 
ones you talk with are those texts – and you can’t rely on someone else to tell you what 
that is. 
As we wrap up, she adds: 
I believe in a deep sense we don’t think in words as such but in principles – it 
doesn’t matter that I learned 2+2=4 in Norwegian. A lot of philosophy is like that – do 
you get the principle? Some clumsiness is okay while getting at it, but at a certain 
point you have to be able to say exactly what you want to say. 
Reversing roles 
One additional interview is included here to show what faculty do with their 
students. This professor, a world-renowned structural engineer who specializes in the 
effects of vibrations on buildings and bridges, is exceptional for something else as well: he 
has done the reverse of many and is an American professor who has learned to speak 
Chinese. I reached out to him after several Chinese students I work with at the writing 
center told me of him. 
Profile 8 
Professor Casey says that he started learning Chinese in 1999 and now considers 
himself fluent in speaking but is not as advanced in reading and does not write. His wife is 
Chinese; her parents live with them, and they speak Chinese at home. He goes to China 
three to five times a year and lectures there in Chinese. He says knowing the language 
allows him to speak with people whose English is not very advanced and to be shown 
things other foreigners don’t get to see. He says in the US he always speaks English with 
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those who have come to work and study here because that helps them to develop. He says 
students find it entertaining that he can converse with them, but they come to work with 
him for his research, not his language. 
We discuss changes he has seen. He says twenty or thirty years ago you would need 
an interpreter when working in China, but English now is so pervasive that is no longer the 
case. I ask if he thinks English will maintain its position as the predominant world language 
or might Chinese take over? He says a character-based alphabet is very difficult to learn so 
he doesn’t expect this will easily change. But he says the number of Chinese students 
coming to the US has been decreasing in recent years, before anything to do with the 
Trump administration, and it mostly has to do with increasing standards in Chinese higher 
education. He expects this will be the most influential change in the near future. 
 We discuss his students’ writing, both international and domestic students: 
My experience is if they think clearly then they write clearly. The grammar may 
need to be adjusted but the important thing is can they think linearly: topic sentence, 
point 1, point 2, point 3, conclusion; point 4, point 5, point 6, conclusion.  
He says undergraduate classes are mostly analysis-based – they aren’t assigned 
much writing. But graduate students do write – papers for him, theses and dissertations, 
and articles to send out for publication. I ask him to explain what he does to assist them 
and how he gives feedback:   
I’ve got a little one-page sheet I’ve developed over time that I give all of them. It 
says every paragraph should have at least one idea – and at most one idea. If I look at 
your paragraph and I can’t figure out what the idea is, that’s bad. And if I look at your 
paragraph and there are a whole bunch of different ideas that are embedded – I say 
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that’s bad. And I tell them to read their paper aloud – if you can’t finish the sentence in 
one breath, it’s probably too long.   
After the first paper, I go through it with them. We’ll sit together – they’ll be by 
my side as we discuss and correct it. I’ll say, ‘This doesn’t make sense to me – let me 
adjust it – now is that what you were trying to say?’ And ‘what is the topic sentence 
here?’  I’ll only do it for an hour at a time because it’s pretty taxing. And then in the 
second paper they always do much better.  
I ask if he’s ever had a student whose language and writing are such a major 
problem he’s had to consider if they can be successful. He says it almost always gets better 
and he’s never had to let a student go because of language issues. There was one, but he 
thinks it was more his way of thinking – he wasn’t able to lay down a logical flow of ideas. 
“Communication basics were fine – grammar, sentence structure, and these can always be 
fixed – but the ideas have to exist and be laid out clearly.”  
I ask if there is anything the students gain by writing in English. He says he’s not 
sure it actually has to do with the language but with the style, and it’s similar to what we 
heard in Topical Chapter 1:  
What I tell them is you want to write so people will understand you. So 
adopting this structure – the goal of writing this way – is to make it easier for others to 
understand. If you have to wait until the end of the paper or halfway through a 
paragraph or all the way at the end of the paragraph to figure out what it’s about, 
then maybe you’re going to lose their interest. So the goal is to tell people what you’re 
going to say and then explain it in detail and then tell them what you wanted them to 
get out of what you said – in that way they’ll be better able to understand you. 
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That he sits next to the student and discusses the changes, says what isn’t clear to 
him and explains what could make it read better, may be the most important thing he does 
(Cox, 2019, p. 151). 
This one-on-one work in which you can talk about what you are trying to say, i.e., 
the target you are aiming for, is what happens at every session at the writing center, the 
subject of the next section. 
PART 2: Writing centers 
 
All the faculty in the study recommend their students use the university writing 
center. They believe this can contribute to that separation of language and ideas mentioned 
earlier so they are not distracted by nonstandard grammar and word choice, and they are 
then more free to give feedback on content. One professor described an effective writing 
center tutor for a graduate student as a “parallel advisor” who focuses on language while 
she focuses on the scholarship.  
In addition, research suggests that it is the one-on-one oral feedback offered in a 
teacher conference or by a tutor that most contributes to L2 writing development (Ferris & 
Hedgcock, 2014, p. 252). This relates to Vygotskian principles of learning from social 
interaction and from a “more knowledgeable other” to internalize and then reproduce 
communication (Clark & Healy, 1996, p. 38; Nordlof, 2014). It is the relationship developed 
with a mentor through which the student then reaches for the next level of competence 
(Moll, 2014, p. 77). It is the value of having a collaborator (Harris, 1988), and it is backed 
up by what the faculty say worked for them to develop as successful writers of academic 
English. 
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I first discovered the writing center and writing center scholarship when working 
on my MATESL degree at UIUC, in 2005-2008. Before that, I had worked for seventeen 
years in the Netherlands as a professional editor for writers whose L1 is not English, which 
was the basis for my MA thesis: “English language editing in a non-English-speaking 
environment: On being a freelance editor in Amsterdam, NL” (Chason, 2008). As an editor, 
it is rarely only the grammar that needs fixing or a single word exchanged for another, and I 
came to feel uncomfortable about being paid to rework whole texts and help people appear 
far more proficient than they are, not unlike ghostwriting (Brandt, 2015; Robbins, 2015).    
 University writing centers, in contrast, have expressly positioned themselves as 
educational services, and, since their rise in the 1970s, followed the ethos of being student-
centered, non-directive, and non-evaluative (Harris, 1988; Rafoth, 2015; Thonus, 2004). 
Those who provide the support are typically referred to as tutors or consultants, not 
editors, and are trained to not take over a writer’s text, but rather to ask open-ended 
questions that can lead to writers discovering their own ways to improve or redraft. They 
have generally been expected to focus on macro-order concerns such as argument and 
organization rather than sentence-level “grammar fix-it” (Harris, 1985: Clark, 1985; Bruce 
& Rafoth, 2009; North, 1984; Thonus, 1999). The classic statement about a writing center’s 
guiding mission is “Our job is to produce better writers, not better writing” (North, 1984, p. 
438).  
Changing demographics, changing philosophy 
 But writing centers have been changing, not least because student demographics 
have been changing. With the increasing numbers of international students, estimated at 
over one million in the US in 2019 (Institute of International Education, 2019), many are 
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SLWs, and they make up a large proportion of writing center users (at UIUC, this averages 
65-70 percent a year [Writers Workshop internal data, 2020]).  
  Ben Rafoth (2015) points to how this is changing the nature of writing center 
work: 
Instead of tutors automatically easing into the comfort zone of non-
directiveness, collaboration, and confidence boosting, which comes readily enough 
to native speakers of English in a monolingual environment, directors and tutors 
now must anticipate what knowledge, information, and skills are needed in order to 
function in a multilingual context. This means tutors must be prepared well beyond 
what comes naturally to an earnest, well-rounded, and verbal native speaker (p. 
136). 
 Judith Powers (1993) noted this as well, in one of the first calls for centers to 
reconsider their approach. In "Rethinking writing center conferencing strategies for the 
ESL writer,” she described what had occurred at her own center:  
Once genuinely convinced that collaborative strategies often do not work 
with ESL writers, our faculty realized that the key to more effective ESL 
conferencing was an attitude adjustment on our part. We had to accept that ESL 
writes bring different contexts to conferences than native speakers do, that they are, 
therefore, likely to need different kinds of assistance from us, and that successful 
assistance to ESL writers may involve more intervention in their writing processes 
than we consider appropriate with native-speaking writers (p. 44) 
 Even though this was pointed out over 25 years ago, a shift in attitude has not 
uniformly taken place (Blau & Hall, 2002; Rafoth, 2015). Talinn Phillips (2008) closely 
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followed the experiences of three second-language graduate students and examined the 
sometimes fraught role of the university writing center in their development. She notes: 
…this battle to be seen as more than a grammar checker/remediation center is so 
hard fought that I believe it has left many writing centers virtually unable to 
conceptualize sentence-level tutoring (or tutoring that spends time on lower-order 
concerns) as anything other than an evil. This is not to say that tutors don’t spend 
time on lower-order concerns, but just that they feel guilty about it. A great deal of 
undercover, guerilla tutoring happens with second language writers at the sentence 
level (p. 53).  
 A striking example of this occurred for me at an International Writing Center 
Association (IWCA) conference in November 2017. In a workshop on the value of observing 
tutors to give them constructive feedback, a writing center director revealed, “We had one 
very popular tutor and then we discovered why – she was helping them fix their grammar!” 
The tutor was reprimanded for this, and the director was bragging about putting a stop to 
it.  
 I also admit that while I welcomed the commitment to teach the writer rather than 
merely edit and fix the text when I began writing center work, I don’t always strictly adhere 
to it. I know from my own experience as a second language learner of Dutch how beneficial 
it can be to have someone show you exactly what you need to do differently in your writing, 
including so-called lower-order12 sentence structure issues, word choice, prepositions and 
 
12 The designations lower-order and higher-order have more recently tended to be replaced with 
micro- and macro-level. The older terms are used as they occurred in the literature. 
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idioms, and that this was not someone else’s “taking over” but was indeed highly 
instructive. I considered it not editing for but with.  
This approach is affirmed in Young-Kyung Min’s (2016) article “When ‘editing’ 
becomes ‘educating’.” She says the tendency to prioritize higher- over lower-order 
concerns “is problematic for ESL writers because ESL writing can never be broken down 
neatly into writing issues and language issues” (p. 21) and that working with SLWs in the 
writing center should go hand-in-hand with their developing language acquisition (see also 
Tseng, 2009; Polio, 2019; Tardy, 2017). Denny et al. (2018) point out that when the writer 
is concerned and worried about what is disparagingly cast as lower-order grammar, it is a 
higher-order concern for them (p. 83). Cox’s (2019) research similarly shows that “for 
many multilingual writers, attention to language occurs throughout the process of 
inventing, revising, and editing” [emphasis added] and advises against writing center tutors 
thinking they should only wait until the end to focus on language (p. 151). 
 How and how much to intervene is an ever-present concern, and in Clark and 
Healy’s “Are writing centers ethical?” (1996), what they call “textual interventionism” is 
discussed in a nuanced rather than prohibitive way. They quote Deborah Barnes who 
writes about working with her thesis advisor when she was a graduate student. She says he 
had no qualms in directly intervening in a student’s text, and that the students found it 
exceptionally effective:  
[H]e took their papers and rewrote them while they watched. They left 
feeling better able to complete their papers, and they tackled other papers 
with greater ease and success.... His practices seem authoritative, 
intrusive, directive, and product-oriented. Yet these practices created 
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major turning points for a variety of writers (Shamoon & Burns, 1995, p. 138 as cited 
in Clark & Healy, 1996, p. 38).  
Such faculty moves were perceived “not as an appropriation of power or voice but 
instead as an opening up of those aspects of practice which had remained unspoken and 
opaque” (Clark & Healy, 1996, p. 38). Faculty clearly play a different role than a peer tutor 
and have far greater authority (Campbell & Kennell, 2018; Powers, 1995; Zawacki & Habib, 
2014), but the point Clark and Healy make is how helpful, appropriate, and instructive 
some direct intervention can be, a point with which Professor Casey in Engineering (Profile 
8) would likely concur. 
 Now, especially due to the increase in the number of SLWs using writing centers, the 
underlying precepts that have guided center work are being profoundly challenged, as seen 
in this broadly issued conference call for the IWCA Summer Institute 2018:  
In Peripheral Visions for Writing Centers (2013), Jackie Grutsch McKinney argues 
that writing centers operate under a ‘grand narrative’ that narrowly defines our 
work as one-to-one tutoring. She writes: ‘[W]riting center work, we are told, is 
about tutoring students, and a particular breed of tutoring that takes place in one-
to-one sessions of a designated length and of a particular pedagogy that is more 
about conversations than answers’ (58). The ‘grand narrative’ of writing center 
work is invoked in lore regarding tutoring methods; in the notion of the welcoming 
writing center space; in the way we gather, showcase, and measure our 
effectiveness; and in our research and outreach practices. Increasingly, the 
assumptions on which these lores are founded are being tested, questioned, and 
reimagined (Kjesrud, 2015; Nordlof, 2014).  
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Graduate students at writing centers 
Along with reconceptualizing how to work with SLWs, many writing centers, which 
were originally set up with native-English-speaking undergraduates in mind (Phillips, 
2008; Rafoth, 2015; Thonus, 2004), are broadening their reach to graduate students as well 
(Caplan & Cox, 2016; Lawrence & Zawacki, 2018; Leki, 2009). However, the non-directive 
style that seeks to help the undergraduate writer discover their topic, think through their 
opinion, and develop their argument is often not suitable for the needs and concerns faced 
by graduate student writers. Graduate students typically bring in writing that is their own 
developed point of view and tends to be higher stakes than an undergraduate class paper. 
Their writing often has a wider audience than just the instructor of the class, and they have 
great motivation to improve it (Becker, 2007, pp. 9-12; Leki, 2009). And when graduate 
students are also SLWs, they face all the demands of succeeding in their discipline as well 
as in the second language and second language culture (Min, 2016a, 2016b; Phillips, 2016; 
Snively et al., 2006).  
 Steve Simpson (2016) points out that the language-focused work a graduate student 
does with a writing consultant should complement the work done with the student’s 
advisor (p.11).  Powers (1995) calls it a “trialogue” and proposes practices that would 
bring together the SLW graduate student, their advisor, and the writing center consultant 
(in Phillips, 2008, p. 59). A professor in Ethnomusicology talked with me about arranging 
something like this after we successfully worked together to assist her student from Hong 
Kong complete a marvelous dissertation on women cross-dressing performers in 
Cantonese Opera. She thought a relationship among faculty and writing tutors might be 
more formalized, with some sessions held jointly, and that this would be especially 
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beneficial for international students. Often the writing consultant comes to know as deeply 
as any on a student’s dissertation committee about the arguments being considered and 
abandoned, and perhaps even more about the myriad ways the writer has considered to 
make them in English. The professors interviewed in this study were all supportive of their 
graduate students having such a writing mentor to work with. 
The writing center at UIUC 
The writing center at UIUC is called the Writers Workshop and is part of the Center 
for Writing Studies (CWS), an interdisciplinary unit within the College of Liberal Arts and 
Sciences. It can trace its beginnings to the 1940s but took its current configuration in 1990, 
spurred by the introduction of the Advanced Composition General Education requirement. 
Since then, the “mission and programs have expanded beyond its initial role of supporting 
students in Composition 1 and Advanced Composition courses, growing with the changing 
needs of the university” (The Writers Workshop Handbook 2019-2020, p. 31). 
The center is currently located at the back of the university’s Undergraduate 
Library. Administrative staff consists of the director; two assistant directors who are 
graduate student TAs, each serving for a year; and an office manager, assisted by several 
part-time student workers, who handles many administrative tasks and oversees the front 
desk where students are helped to check-in for appointments.  
The physical space includes a reception area, the director’s office, a conference 
room, and six cubicles where consultants and writers meet. There are no windows. They 
can also choose to work at tables in the library, immediately in front of the center, which is 
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The center at UIUC is a fairly old-fashioned space that resembles a doctor’s office 
and waiting room, which matches the early conception of a writing “lab” as a place to be 
diagnosed and made better (Harris, 1988; McKinney, 2013). There are centers at other 
universities that are rather more modern, light, open, and inviting, for example at Leeward 
Community College, Hawaii (https://www2.leeward.hawaii.edu/writingcenter/) and the 
University of the South, Tennessee (https://www.sewanee.edu/writingcenter/). According 
to the director, the center at UIUC is slated to move in several years when renovation of the 
Main Library is completed. 
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With COVID-19, all consultations went online starting in March 2020. The center 
was well poised for this, having introduced an online option several years earlier, and most 
consultants were trained to do both. Data for the academic year 2019-2020 shows the 
center conducted around 7,000 one-on-one tutorial sessions. Numbers from AY 2018-2019 
indicate that writers came from every college, with most from the College of Liberal Arts 
and Sciences (39%) Engineering (12%), and the College of Business (9%). These figures 
aligned with college enrollment, for example 39 percent of the users were from LAS, and 
LAS students made up around one-third of the students on campus. Around two-thirds of 
overall sessions were with undergraduate students, one-third with graduate students, and 
5 percent with faculty and staff. Approximately 65 percent of all who came in for an 
appointment self-identified as a second language speaker (Writers Workshop Handbook 
2019-2020, p. 31). According to the director, the initial months of COVID lockdown (March-
May, 2020) saw at least as many sessions when compared with previous semesters, which 
stands out quite favorably in comparison to other big ten universities. 
The heartblood of any center are the tutors. They are often peer tutors, meaning 
they are themselves undergraduate and graduate students. At the Writers Workshop they 
are referred to as consultants, a term that, according to the director, was introduced early 
on as a way to professionalize the position. Thirty-nine consultants worked at the center in 
2018-19 – 12 undergraduate and 27 graduate (Writers Workshop internal data).  
Undergraduate consultants typically work four to eight hours a week and must 
successfully complete the course “WRIT 300: Issues in Tutoring Writing,” taught by the 
director, to be eligible for a position. Graduate consultants are hired based on samples of 
their own writing and typically have prior tutoring, teaching, or professional experience. In 
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our discussion, the director explained that they are interviewed by a committee that listens 
for a “holistic approach to writing rather than merely focusing on correctness” and are 
selected with an eye toward providing diversity so students will have the choice to work 
with someone from a particular discipline or language background or set of experiences. 
Many of the graduate consultants are working as Teaching Assistants in departments such 
as English, Writing Studies, Creative Writing, Education, Linguistics, Engineering, Computer 
Studies, and Business. They generally hold appointments of 17%, 25%, or 33%, which is 
the equivalent of 7, 10, and 13 hours per week. Consultants are observed and given 
feedback by the director or one of the two graduate student assistant directors usually 
once a year.  
Writing sessions are scheduled to last fifty minutes. Undergraduate and graduate 
students, visiting scholars, faculty, and staff can all make appointments, and the writer can 
bring any text at any stage of development. Afterwards, the consultant writes up notes 
about what was covered and suggests what the writer may continue to do. The notes are 
emailed to the writer at the end of day and are archived in the online management system 
so they can be reviewed by other consultants the writer may later work with. 
Students interested in making an appointment visit the website at 
https://writersworkshop.illinois.edu. There they can see a photo and short write-up of all 
the consultants on the “Meet the staff ” page to help them choose who to work with. They 
make the appointment themselves, up to two a week, based on openings they see in the 
schedule. There are some drop-in sessions each day that typically last twenty minutes. 
Face-to-face sessions have also been held in satellite locations including the Engineering 
Library and dorm complexes.  
 115 
To supplement their one-on-one work, the director has instituted Friday meetings 
at 4pm for the consultants to receive ongoing professional development, share questions 
and experiences, and simply keep in contact. These occur almost every other week, and 
consultants are required to attend at least five during the semester. They cover general 
issues such as how to handle sensitive topics that may arise including anger or incidents 
that require reporting, and also special topics that pertain to the student clients, such as 
“Dialogic tutoring for issues of grammar and syntax,” “Student error types and self-editing 
strategies,” “Tutoring diverse populations.” All the sessions are videoed and archived.  
Consultants also make workshop-style presentations that are advertised campus-
wide. Some that are aimed at graduate students include “Staying on track with thesis and 
dissertation writing,” “The literature review,” “Job market presentations,” and “Developing 
and delivering conference presentations.” Conducting these sessions builds consultants’ 
expertise while spreading the reach of the center.  
Graduate student productivity groups and week-long writing retreats are organized 
by the center as well and are held regularly. In addition, the website links to a plethora of 
resources for both writers and instructors. For writers, these range from writing processes, 
academic writing, long-term writing, job search and application writing, and linguistically-
diverse writers; for instructors, they include responding to student writing, incorporating 
peer review, preventing plagiarism, writing letters of recommendation. 
Direction and the director 
The tone and direction of a writing center are shaped very much by the director 
(Malenczyk, 2016; Phillips, 2008). I described one director I met at the IWCA conference 
who did not approve of lower-order, editing-type feedback by the tutors in her center. 
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Another example is from a Skype interview with a center’s director that took place in a 
course I attended on Writing Program Administration (ENGL583, Spring 2017). She told 
the story of being locked in struggle with her administration because she adamantly 
opposed the increase in the number of international students at their campus (“they’re 
letting in as many as possible”), many of whom she believed were not sufficiently prepared 
to do college-level work in English. She said her tutors were not trained or prepared to help 
ESL students, and boldly stated she would “not allow my center to be used to solve the 
problems the administration has created with their bad decisions.” 
Fortunately, these approaches are not the norm (Rafoth, 2016; Simpson et al., 
2016). In our case, the director is committed to creating a welcoming atmosphere that, she 
says, “accepts students wherever they are in their academic writing and language 
development and encourages consultants to respond to whatever it is that writers bring.” 
When asked about the common request students have to correct their grammar, she says 
the center’s stance is “Yes and…” and notes that “working on grammar” can be a catch-all 
phrase that, when unpacked, may actually refer to much more that the writer is facing and 
concerned about. Her profile follows. 
Profile 9 
The current director started in the position in 2015 and was previously the interim 
director of a university center where she was also assistant professor of composition. Her 
undergraduate background is in creative writing, her Master’s degree thesis was on 
undergraduate students’ perceptions of plagiarism, and her dissertation was titled       
Graduate Teaching Assistants’ Development of Expertise in Teaching First-Year Composition. 
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She says she’s had a range of experiences at six or seven writing centers, dating back 
to 2004. These include a community-based center with an immigrant and refugee 
population focused on acquiring basic English-language literacy; an athletics-based 
program concerned with the needs of more basic writers; and a center with trained ESL 
tutors who were specifically assigned to work with the SLWs. She says her experiences 
have represented different models for how to approach second language writing. At the 
literacy center, “everyone was trained to work with everyone,” but at the center with the 
designated tutors, one had to apply and be accepted to work with the ESL or international 
students: “It was a model based on expertise that set these students apart as a different 
population and assumed we might need additional or different skills to work with them.” 
Her own approach now is for all the consultants to be knowledgeable about working 
with diverse students, including international, multilingual, differently-abled, and first 
generation, and to be sensitive to the demands they face. She does not expect them to be 
expert in all areas but has instituted multifaceted forms of orientation and on-going 
professional training to establish a shared level of exposure to ideas and understanding.    
She is also enthusiastic about engaging consultants in writing center research. She 
has involved students in projects she herself is developing, urges participation and 
presenting at conferences, supports students in coursework and journal article 
development, and has centered her syllabus around research projects. The presentations 
that consultants make internally and to the university at large are generally research-based 
and incorporate references to studies and other literature. She sets a tone that integrates 
practice with an appreciation for writing center scholarship and current issues in the field.     
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The director tells me that a year before she arrived an external evaluation of the 
UIUC center was conducted that had been commissioned by the overseeing administrative 
body. It outlined strengths but also concerns at that time. One point was a perception that 
the center had been “reactive” and had become a “niche site” for working with 
international students, around 78% of the students using the center at the time, instead of 
being “proactive” and concerned with how the center could be useful to multiple students 
on campus. This concerned the period when the great surge in international students had 
begun, around 2008-2010, and much was occurring “in crisis mode.” Since the report, she 
says, faculty have become more used to and comfortable with working with international 
students, and the center has worked to broaden its reach and image. She says she is in an 
on-going process of rebranding and repositioning, and that while the center maintains its 
numbers with SLW students – around 65-70 percent – the task is also to increase impact 
elsewhere. Her major focus now is on three key initiatives: greater attention to the support 
provided to graduate students; increased focus on communication across the curriculum 
and multimodalities, with an emphasis on input and feedback beyond written texts; and 
providing pedagogical support for diverse populations, including, but not only, multilingual 
and international students.  
The director instituted the center’s banner guideline: A research university is a 
writing university. She has extended the presence of the center around campus and 
overseen impressive growth and development. 
PART 3: Working with graduate student second language writers 
 
As a graduate student writing center consultant myself, I spend 13 hours a week in 
one-on-one sessions. I tend to see more graduate students and visiting scholars than 
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undergraduate students, and most are international and second language writers. 
Examples of some of the texts I’ve worked on written by SLWs include an article for an 
aerospace journal on interplanetary fueling, a project proposal for an experimental school 
in Haiti, an international law memorandum for suing a major aircraft manufacturer for 
breach of contract, a research design to assess grief over spousal loss, and a report of a new 
process for handling hairline cracks in concrete. I certainly do not have expertise in all 
these fields, but I am able to give feedback on the clarity of the argument, effectiveness of 
the evidence, and academic English language usage. I help the student craft a text that fits 
within their discipline, speaks to their audience, and does what they say they are going to 
do. The work is not only deeply satisfying, it also has significant ramifications. As one 
professor put it:  
My international graduate students are often highly educated in their own 
country and their own language, and they are very smart. Developing their ability to 
express this to the global community is valuable to them – but also to the world. 
Meet some of the students 
Presented here are three SLW graduate students I’ve worked with as they wrote 
their dissertations and publications: 
-Ahmed is a PhD student from Egypt at the Veterinary College. He explains he had 
already been trained at an undergraduate level in Egypt in many of the topics being 
covered in his classes here. He says in the US, veterinary medicine is a graduate 
specialization, and it follows after a much broader undergraduate experience. He 
thinks that may have some advantages, but students here are much older and not as 
highly trained as in Egypt. He says it has worked to his advantage to be ahead of his 
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American colleagues and praises the education he received. “Why then do you want 
a degree from here?” I ask. He looks at me quizzically, from under an arched brow as 
if to say “isn’t it obvious?” He intends to return home to Egypt and says, “Nothing 
will open doors there like a degree from here.” 
 
-Li is a Taiwanese graduate student in social work who I met with regularly for two 
years as he completed his research and dissertation. He always intended to return to 
Taiwan, and after receiving his PhD in May 2018 at UIUC, he became an assistant 
professor within a year at the most prestigious university in the country. In his 
papers and dissertation, he wrote in great detail about very American issues – a 
major focus, for example, was the impact of kinship versus non-kinship care for 
minority children in foster care across the US. I asked him why he was interested in 
such an American topic. He tells me it isn’t a problem – in social work they are 
trained to contextualize a subject within its own culture. But more importantly, he 
explains, social work is a new field in Taiwan and to be successful requires training 
in the West. Once he would return to Taiwan his students would be predominantly 
Taiwanese and he would only work in Mandarin, although he would continue to 
read and write in English. But for him to achieve in his field requires that he first 
qualify himself both abroad and in English, even if the language would eventually 
take a backseat.  
 
-Yeong comes from a poor, farmer background in Korea, and she was the first in her 
family not only to go to a university but to go abroad. Her PhD research was about 
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working-class Korean youth in the US. Early on, she was invited to join a study 
group that consisted of five international students. Yeong tells me she was the only 
one in the group who used the writing center; the others paid to have their work 
edited and proofread. Sometimes they would send two or three drafts of the same 
paper to the editor, paying for each one. Yeong clearly couldn’t afford that. Also, she 
says, if you just sent your text to someone and they had to figure out your English, 
they often got it wrong. She felt it was so much better to work with someone at the 
writing center so she could explain what she was trying to say, and also because she 
developed hugely from working one-on-one with a consultant – “sitting next to 
someone, seeing exactly what I had done that needed to be done differently.” She 
says it was difficult, however, to always find a consultant who was a good fit, and 
she had worked with several over the years. Some were too take-charge – they 
didn’t want to discuss the changes they were suggesting. Those she would develop 
an on-going working relationship with were helpful about not only vocabulary and 
verb tenses but sentence structure and argument development, and they explained 
why they made the language changes that they did. By the time I interviewed her – 
after she had submitted her dissertation – she was satisfied with the level of writing 
she had attained and felt she no longer needs to use an editor or proofreader. 
 I ask Yeong if writing in English had affected her writing in Korean. She says 
two years ago she joined an online study group of Korean graduate students and it 
was very difficult – they don’t use the same terminology, and the influence of 
American style has given her writing in Korean a kind of “toughness.” She says if she 
returns, she will benefit from the “cultural capital” that having a western education 
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grants, and that working in English is generally valued more highly than working in 
Korean. But she takes a critical position on this and says she doesn’t want to 
reinforce such a social bias that would treat her Anglo-influenced Korean as more 
knowledgeable or more valuable. If she returns to work in Korea, she intends to re-
establish her Korean and a Korean academic voice. She says others will find her 
strange for doing this, but she doesn’t like such an attitude.  
These writers say they have benefitted from having someone to meet with regularly, who 
can be an informant about the local academic culture as well as language and writing 
concerns, and who can help to unravel an advisor’s feedback that can be difficult to 
understand even for a native speaker. They appreciate being able to increase their writing 
skill while maintaining control of their message, tone, and style (See also Pratt, 1991; 
Thonus, 1993, 2004; Wolff, 2000).   
But, of course, not every graduate student writer makes this choice. 
Editors for hire  
Jose is a PhD student from Chile who I know as a graduate student colleague and 
who did not make use of the writing center. His written and spoken English are both quite 
accented. He is not intending to work in an English-language environment – his research is 
about the educational system in his home country – and he intends to return there to teach, 
in Spanish. He says he is disappointed he didn’t advance more in his English language use 
in the seven years he was here, but he didn’t think he needed to. He tends to write first in 
Spanish, translate it into his own mixed-language version, and then send it to his editor. She 
is from his home city and they have worked together for several years, communicating now 
via email. He says he is very dependent on her and thinks this has prevented him from 
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improving more. He doesn’t send her everything, just the larger and more important 
papers such as finals and eventually his dissertation. He says with a wink that he knows 
he’s gotten better because what used to take her a month now only takes several days. 
Another student tells me, perhaps a bit cynically, that the only writers we see at the 
writing center are the ones who cannot afford to hire an editor or proofreader. I began to 
ask other students I was working with – from Hong Kong, Puerto Rico, Brazil, Viet Nam, 
Korea; from social work, anthropology, engineering, education, sociology – and found they 
agreed. Although it is only anecdotal and difficult to confirm, it does appear the perception 
is there: that if you can afford it, you hire an editor or proofreader. 
I then polled several SLW students who do not use the writing center about their 
experiences hiring an editor. I turned to the group of seventeen international graduate 
students I work with as Community Aides at the university’s Family and Graduate Housing 
complex and asked if they have ever paid someone to edit or proofread their work. Nine 
said yes and answered several questions:  
How did you find an editor?  
Did you have an agreement in case you weren’t satisfied?  
Was what you got back what you expected?  
Did you accept all the revisions?  
Was it affordable?  





I received the following range of answers, all from graduate student SLWs: 
1) I found the person online. I could see they had hardly done anything, just a few 
spelling and punctuation changes. I had hoped for more revising, helping my writing 
to flow better. I felt disappointed, but I just had to pay for what I got back.   
2) I was satisfied, but we never talked about what I could do if I wasn’t. 
3) I asked around and used someone a friend recommended. They caught some 
grammar mistakes and rewrote quite a few sentences that they said were 
“awkward.” Sometimes vocabulary was changed. I did pick up some ideas about my 
writing from the changes they made. 
4) My advisor usually makes language corrections in my writing, but for my 
dissertation she said I should hire someone to edit and proofread it. I asked an 
American graduate student friend in my department. She said she has done this 
before, but she is also writing so may not have the time. If she says no, I will maybe 
use the list from the English Department13. But I don’t know them, and it will only be 
at a general level because they are probably not in my field. Plus you never know 
who you will get, how experienced they are, and how much help they will provide – I 
want them to suggest that I move around sentences, not just correct grammar. But 
I’m concerned about cost.  
5) I was working with a team. All our English was pretty good, but we didn’t have a lot 
of time, so we decided to outsource the final editing and proofreading to someone 
we found online. When we got it back, we saw the person hadn’t understood 
 
13 The English Department sponsors a list of editors for pay. They are not vetted, and each makes their own 
arrangements, including what they charge, for doing the work. 
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everything – they changed the meaning of some of our technical formulations. Our 
English is good enough to know what was a good revision and what wasn’t – we 
didn’t accept every change. The person charged by time. We paid what the person 
asked for, but we weren’t that satisfied.   
6) My advisor wanted me to have a proofreader. He didn’t have any suggestion where 
to find one. I asked a friend and used the person who he had used. I just accepted all 
the changes without checking them. 
7) In my department we all send our final dissertations and other big manuscripts to 
the same editor. She is the wife of a visiting professor who was in our department 
several years ago. She is British and does this work freelance. She knows our style 
and we all know we can trust her and she will help us. 
8) I once found someone from a flyer that is posted on bulletin boards around campus. 
I wasn’t satisfied with the results – the changes were too minimal, and I knew 
several punctuation points were missed. I told the person about this and he did 
another round without charging.  
9) I submitted a paper to a journal and it was rejected, but I want to revise it and 
resubmit. My advisor suggested someone she knows, in our field, to check it. We’ve 
met once. She had a page of comments and said it will take a lot of work, including 
that I should do additional research. It will be expensive, but I’ve already learned so 
much from her comments and talking with her about my writing, so I’m thinking 
about it.  
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Most were satisfied with what they paid – it had been agreed upon before starting. They 
said it was easier to agree when the charge was based on the number of words. If it were by 
time, you couldn't know what to expect.  
This is a point I need to consider because when I have done this work, I have usually 
charged by time, not the number of words. If someone’s writing is at a high level it can be 
reviewed quickly, but if it needs a lot of work, such as suggesting re-organization, or the 
language formulations require ferreting out meaning, that can then cost more. I ask to read 
a few pages and then make an estimate for how much time it will take and what the final 
price will be. This is a way to avoid the client’s concern of not knowing what to expect. 
When the work is based only on the number of words (for example 10 cents/word, or 
$2/page), I think you can assume it will only be read through for obvious grammar and 
punctuation mistakes (Chason, 2008).  
But substantive questions remain, not about the logistics of hiring an editor but 
about the ethics and the ultimate value of doing so (Harwood, 2018; Scurr, 2006; Starfield, 
2016). How much control do you give away to someone else when they present your ideas 
with their revisions?  When a writer’s limited language proficiency is an issue in the first 
place, how can they adequately assess the work an editor has done on their text? In 
addition, there is the point made in the introduction to this chapter that even if you give 
your text to someone else just for the “final polish” regarding language correction and 
proofreading, you lose the opportunity to make changes in the final read-through, a stage in 
which many important changes often take place.   
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In a study that calls for higher standards and better training for editors and 
proofreaders14, Nigel Harwood (2018) muses: 
So should all proofreading be banned? Writing is, of course, social, and it 
is useful (and potentially formative) to have a reader give feedback on one’s 
text presubmission to simulate the ‘real’ audience’s reaction…But if universities are 
to permit proofreading, it must surely be regulated. Policy makers should also think 
carefully about how to ensure proofreaders’ interventions are maximally formative. 
Just as writing center tutors follow North’s (1984) maxim of seeking to improve the 
writer rather than just the writing, eschewing a passive ‘fix-it shop’ tutorial, so 
proofreaders could be asked to correct using more indirect techniques, which place 
the onus on the writer to respond to their comments rather than having the work 
done for her or him (p. 503). 
The writing center director tells me the university where she was originally 
employed as an assistant professor is experimenting with providing editorial services for 
students for their high-stakes texts such as theses, dissertations, and grant proposals. This 
is because the faculty and evaluative committees expect these texts to meet the highest 
academic standards, including language, and providing the service alleviates the financial 
burden for those who need assistance to achieve this. This is similar to the arrangement in 
the Netherlands when I worked as an author’s editor there, and a South African graduate 
student here tells me, as part of the standard PhD defense process for anyone at his home 
university, dissertation manuscripts are always sent to an editor for corrections and then 
sent back to the student to present to their committee. The director notes that while 
 
14 Harwood’s study uses the term “proofreading” to include what I mean by “editing.” 
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editing/proofreading is currently not a common service provided at US universities, there 
seems to be an increasing call for it. 
At the time of this writing, UIUC does not have an official policy that expressly 
mentions edited work. The closest that would apply concerns academic integrity, which 
lists violations as: “cheating, plagiarism, and assisting others in a manner not prescribed or 
allowed for in the original assignment or directions…[including] the fabrication or 
falsification of data and documents; bribes, favors, and threats; academic interference; 
computer-related infractions; unauthorized use of university resources; unauthorized sale 
of class materials or notes; and failure to comply with research regulations”  
(https://las.illinois.edu/academics/integrity). Is “assisting others” ever construed as hiring 
an editor? Are professors aware of this? Does it matter? 
Contrast this with, for example, Johns Hopkins’ Bloomberg School of Public Health 
that publishes a 3-page FAQ about student use of editors found on line 
(https://www.jhsph.edu/offices-and-services/office-of-academic-affairs/academic-
integrity/useofeditors-faq.pdf). They are much more specific, defining an editor as “a 
friend, family member, classmate, JHU employee, or a professional editor whether or not 
the editor receives any compensation in exchange for their work. If the person performs 
‘editing’ work, they are an editor.” They go on to say that “stylistic modifications” are 
acceptable, which include “correcting spelling, grammar, or punctuation; moving existing 
sentences in your writing to other places in the document to enhance clarity; help with 
footnote or endnote referencing style; or suggesting an alternative word or phrase to 
substitute for an existing word or phrase in your document that has a similar meaning” but 
“substantive modifications,” including “writing a new sentence or paragraph that provides 
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information that was not originally in your document; rewriting a sentence or paragraph to 
include new information; adding or deleting references; or any other modification that 
changes the meaning of what you've written in a material way” are not. In the process they 
make clear that nonstandard English is fully acceptable: “As long as your writing in English 
is good enough to convey your meaning and provide the information required in the course 
assignment, an editor should not be necessary.”   
The range of what is acceptable that this illustrates is a major cause of concern for 
Harwood (2018), as is the quality of the work being done. He notes studies that show the 
proofreaders were more confident in their ability than their work warranted, and some 
had misunderstood disciplinary terminology and even introduced grammatical errors into 
the text, such as replacing “its” with “it’s.” He says many doctoral supervisors are unaware 
of how substantially their students are having their work proofread and that this has 
implications for the assessment of students’ true abilities, suggesting that we must wonder 
if it is the student’s work or the editor’s re-work that is being evaluated.  
Investigating the range of practices and services among institutions, reviewing 
implications for academic writing practices, and considering ways that satisfactory services 
could be provided is an interest of mine for future work (Chapter 6). 
“Every word was chosen carefully” 
 In closing, I return to the interview with Professor Farsi. At the start of this chapter, 
she tells the disturbing story of when she was a just-arrived graduate student and had been 
badly treated by someone who was editing her writing. Later, we discuss a recent book she 
has published and how the writing and editing process go for her now: 
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I wrote each chapter – parts were published as separate articles – and then 
there were maybe 10-20 hours of work by somebody else, going over it. Tracked 
changes were put on and they would make suggestions: ‘maybe it would be more 
forceful if you didn’t say this word,’ ‘you have made your point, no need to repeat it,’ or 
‘redundancy – you already talked about this, take it out.’ 
Which could happen to a native speaker, too, I say. 
Yes, of course, and I think it helped me because I could just allow myself to say 
anything, knowing somebody else would read it and say ‘you don’t have to say this,’ 
‘this already comes across, you don’t need to repeat it,’ ‘this is very interesting’ – and 
then I would think oh this is an interesting point to the reader. 
She explains that she has worked closely now with a number of editors: 
The first real editor I had after I became a professor was someone who couldn’t 
find a job for various reasons, and he was a writer and a friend, and I knew his politics, 
and I knew he needed a job. I was kind of embarrassed to even ask. He said he doesn’t 
do editing for everyone, but he liked my work, said ‘I really enjoyed what you had 
written’ – so he agreed to it. And I liked that he didn’t assume to make any changes 
other than suggestions that maybe it could be said this way and I always had the 
choice. But not surprisingly he soon got a job and could no longer do this.  
She has now used the same person for some time: 
And now I have someone else I am very happy with. He doesn’t necessarily have 
the political position but he is not on the other side either – he is sensitive enough, he 
has read enough of my work to write in the margin, ‘I imagine you are saying it this 
way because you are politically trying to suggest…,’ Or ‘It could have been said this 
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way but that maybe changes the political message.’ So he is sensitive to what I want to 
do, and he puts those kind of conversations on the margin and I like that. At my level I 
can’t work with somebody who feels he or she is the authority and goes in and makes 
changes. 
But that means your confidence in your language has obviously risen, I remark. 
Absolutely. Sometimes I give things to this new editor and there are only two or 
three interventions he makes – and usually it’s the article ‘the.’ 
Most important, she says, is that she is in control: 
Every word was chosen carefully, for the message I wanted to give – critically, 
politically. Sometimes editors will depoliticize by making changes – they think they are 
making a banal language change, but they will completely change the edge – so it is 
for me very important that they don’t touch it. They make suggestions – and I’m the 
one who accepts them, and I often times will reject them. If it’s an important point then 
I may want to stress it, even if it’s redundant. Or if it has a political message, I don’t 
want to re-word it in a softer way. 
Conclusion 
It is striking to see how this compares with the professor’s earlier story about her 
doubts and uncertainty. Even though she continues to use an editor, her self-expression has 
reached a level of the utmost confidence, and in this regard, she can be said to represent a 
mature language user. In the next two Topical Chapters we look at the demands created by 
language standards and go further in making the important distinction between language 




TOPICAL CHAPTER 3: Writer Intentionality 
 
This chapter is about writer intentionality, a topic often overlooked by those who 
are working with second language writers. It emphasizes the importance of realizing that 
the writer may be expressing not so much what they want to say, as they would in their L1, 
but what they are able to say in the L2. I also discuss the topic of who owns English, in the 
sense of who can “play” with the language, so that nonstandard usage is seen as an 
intentional move rather than a nonproficient speaker’s error. To get at this, I feature an 
interview with a local poet because, as the highly regarded linguist H.G. Widdowson (1997) 
notes, poetry allows us to think about language more fully and beyond linguistic accuracy: 
“The nonconformities of poets are generally attributed to linguistic control of a very high 
order. Nobody would suggest that e.e. cummings needs English lessons” (p. 138).  
This chapter developed from the question I posed to the faculty members: “What do 
you do when you receive nonstandard English in the writing produced by your students?” 
It is common to hear the response, as discussed in the previous chapter, that they read past 
the grammar to the ideas. This is then often the starting point from which they give 
assistance – in tracked changes, or in the teacher and student sitting down next to each 
other – to clarify meaning, restructure sentences and paragraphs, find the best word choice 
– so the writing more closely follows an English-language academic style (see Topical 
Chapter 1) and communicates what the writer intends. 
But when the reader is unsure about what they’ve read due to the writer’s limited 
proficiency,15 this can require that the meaning has to be teased out: by a patient professor 
 
15 To illustrate, here are three examples of such SLW graduate student texts (all samples of 
student writing are used with the writer’s permission, as stated in Chapter 3: Methods): 
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asking questions or a consultant at the writing center listening carefully and proposing 
alternative formulations, since the SLW doesn’t have the trove of “what sounds right” 
available to the L1 writer (Cox, 2016; Rafoth, 2015, p. 54). It is a task faced by an editor 
who is being paid to put the text into standard English but sometimes must first figure out 
the intended meaning. In this case, they may only work from the submitted text and never 
even have a conversation with the writer, and the result may only approximate the way the 
writer would say it in their L1 (Burrough-Boenisch, 2003; Chason, 2008). 
It may also be that there is no equivalent between the two languages, what Jacques 
Derrida has called the impossibility of translation (Spivak, 2000), or that the writer doesn’t 
realize that something doesn’t work, doesn’t communicate, for the English-language reader 
(Erikkson, 2009; Hoffman, 1998). They use a word or phrase generated by google 
translator or from a list of synonyms and aren’t aware of the connotation: “the dreaded 
‘thesaurus errors’ that appear when students eager to display an advanced vocabulary 
simply plug in synonyms that may be semantically, syntactically, or stylistically 
inappropriate” (Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014, p. 326).16   
Some say the goal for the text is intelligibility (Casanave, 2017, p. 114), but this is in 
the eye of the receiver. If the writer is limited in what they are able to produce, 
intelligibility may require a good dose of reader interpretation. For this reason, Rafoth 
(2015) says writing center tutors need to talk with the writer in a “negotiated manner,” 
 
Genetic resistance would incorporate against all disease but will cause into cultivars and high 
cost. 
I do several researches but suggest me satisfy my problem consciousness.  
It had been placed in the selling area of the bedside table. 
16 An example: “I am pregnant with my Master’s degree,” presumably a mechanical 
translator’s rendition for “expecting” (Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014, p. 352). 
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“approaching the text tentatively because the writer’s intended meaning may not yet be 
fully developed, or it may be developed but not well formed” (p. 94). And even if the 
language is clear enough, if we do not work with the writer to get at their  intended 
meaning, we risk assuming that what they said is indeed what they meant, even though it 
actually may only be what they are able to express (Casanave, 2017, p. 125; Minett, 2009; 
Tardy, 2006, p. 74; Widdowson, 1994, p. 384).    
I am guided in my interest in these points again, as I often am, by my own 
experience learning Dutch. I would say or write something as best I could, thinking my 
solution using the words I knew would make sense, only to be met with a blank look or a 
charmed smile. The presumption that it was charming or even funny – and not knowing 
why – could be maddening. And, of course, I had to wonder how much of the meaning I 
intended was actually being conveyed.  
Carol Severino (2009) raises another aspect of this if the assistance goes too far. She 
describes when she was learning Italian and her well-meaning teacher corrected her 
writing but made it beyond what she was capable of. This not only misrepresented her 
ability but also stripped her of her SLW’s identity (p. 51). She warns tutors against such 
appropriation of texts, even calling it unethical, and says that it suggests to the reader that 
the writer may be more culturally assimilated into the host society than is the case (p. 63). 
In addition, she recommends writing center tutors explicitly tell SLWs of “instances of 
inadvertent or intentional poetry in their writing” and explain their meaning so that the 
writer can consciously decide to incorporate such features rather than that they occur as 
“an accident or a result of not knowing an idiom or expression” (p. 58).   
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When I first read this last salient insight, I thought of times I had noticed this with 
my own students’ writing. Several examples follow. 
Is it poetry or is it wrong?  
In response to #WhyIWrite, an activity associated with the National Day on Writing 
(October 20, 2015) sponsored by the National Council of Teachers of English, a Saudi 
student in my intermediate-level Academic Writing course wrote: 
…to speak by my hand. To get all my ideas out of my brain, and to have the chance to 
do them.  
 At the end of an interview with a graduate student from Chile, he said:  
When my adviser sees my writing, his eyes bleed. 
A Chinese student left our writing center session, saying: 
Thank you, that was a very warming conversation. 
There are also what I call bloopers – a funny mistake that can be surprisingly or even 
ironically revealing – that I have collected from classes of English language learners over 
the years: 
She carried it in her bag pack. 
It’s important to pay attendance every day and come on time. 
I was feeling under the presser. 
Your family is your parents and grandparents and saplings. 
I watch so many movies I have become a caught potato.  




In the eye of the receiver 
In one of the study interviews, I ask the professor how he reacts to international 
students’ writing when their use of English is not standard. He says:   
That is what I like the most! – that odd turn of phrase, that use of the language 
in a way native speakers would not think to use it.  
The professor says he likes such turns of phrase, but my question, thinking from the 
writer rather than reader’s point of view, is: Was the writer enough in command of the 
language to turn a phrase intentionally? It is in the eye/ear of the receiver that it is poetic, 
but is that the correct stance if the writer did not intend that? Casanave (2017) discusses 
this as intentional innovation versus incomplete proficiency (p. 118). And even if the 
writing is creative writing (Cox, 2016, p. 66), rather than the academic, research-oriented, 
expository type of writing that is the topic of this study, the question still stands regarding 
the writer’s intention: Did they make a poetic gesture, or did they perhaps make a language 
learner’s mistake?       
To think this through, I turned to a local poet to discuss some of my thinking. He is 
someone I’ve often talked with about writing, language, and communication and I include 
this interview to add a non-academic point of view and to think broadly about these issues. 
Profile 10 
The interviewee is the librarian at a very diverse – racially, linguistically, by 
economic class, and from different countries – local public high school. They have a whole 
range of American dialects and ESL proficiencies, including students who are starting with 
virtually no English. He himself is learning Spanish and says he has the greatest respect for 
those living a multilingual reality. He considers himself an educator and is often helping 
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students by looking over their written work or talking with them about assignments. He 
says, “My role is not to tell them what to do, not to give too much that will mask their own 
ability, but to work with what they’ve got and with what it seems they are trying to say – to 
ask, does it come through?“ 
He is also a highly published poet (Tar River Poetry, Poetry East, The Progressive, 
Jacar Press).17 He’s been developing his craft for twenty years and says he’s always been 
very sensitive to language. He has a daily discipline that starts at 4:30am for at least a few 
hours of writing. 
I explain to him my study is about second language writing and multilingual writers 
at the university, but that it’s necessarily also about nonstandard English. How much do 
professors let that bother them? Do they read past grammar for the ideas? Sometimes it’s 
fairly difficult to understand what the student might have meant because the grammar 
“gets in the way.” Some say they want students to only submit work that someone has 
helped them turn into standard English grammar, which is what I hear often as the reason a 
student has come to the university’s writing center. But I also wonder about what gets lost 
when the student has to conform to the standards of a second language, when they must 
leave the visceral connection to the L1. In response to the writing excerpts I show him 
(presented above), he says: 
 
17 A collection of his poetry was recently reviewed on the publisher’s site: “The poems look at the 
joy and dread of being alive in this world. Even pleasurable situations hold traces of danger and 
threat, while destructive or disturbing events contain the possibilities of redemption and beauty. 
[He] has succeeded in using the direct and evocative powers of poetry to conjure up these 
contradictions – not so much to resolve them, but to dwell on and in them, to experience through 
language the wonder of being human” (https://www.facebook.com/Jacar-Press-
676077882545007/?__tn__=%2CdK-R-R&eid=ARB7-
IhlSaor5hziavykeDkOiRSvIHZ7zpRI3e_JChSTUxaKspKkrLn1naCcijjG2bYxDXGry3klubWv&fref=men
tions  accessed 1/3/20).     
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  It seems to me whether or not a second language writer means to be poetic is 
almost beside the point. It shines a light on the protean nature of language for all of us 
– we think we control it, and then it slips out of our control. You may end up letting go, 
the language may take over – certainly when you’re new to the language… 
The Saudi student particularly struck me – we mostly think there is a boundary 
between the verbal and our actions, but for him, it’s almost as if there is no boundary, 
as if it’s completely fluid – like there’s no separation between the doing and the 
thinking and the speaking… 
Later I reflect on the aptness of this observation when I think of a professional 
development session I attended that was designed to encourage awareness by writing 
instructors of their students’ L1. Saudi students were described as coming from a culture 
that can be considered more oral (“ear”) than written (“eye”), and we were advised to be 
aware that their proficiencies can be uneven, with verbal markedly stronger than writing 
(see also Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014; Rafoth, 2015, pp. 50-52; Reid, 2011). Here the poet was 
noting that these modes can also merge and co-exist. 
I ask if the intention of the writer matters or if the meaning is in the ear of the 
receiver: 
Well, the goal of the writing will matter for both speaker and listener. If you’re 
trying to convey something very subtle or perhaps academic concepts – and here is 
where language standards would come in – then you can’t let the language become 
vague or unclear, or let connotations take over that you didn’t mean to. It makes me 
think that, in contrast, poets are trying to unleash their control, but do it in ways that 
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are strategic. You’re hunting for connotations that you want to put out there, even 
though you don’t necessarily announce them… 
We talk about how he tries to construct meaning in his early-level Spanish when he 
has limited vocabulary, he messes up the word order, and says he avoids almost everything 
but the present tense. I tell him it makes me think of the SLW student who writes 
something not because they want to say it that way, but because they don’t have words to 
say it differently, and so we may not really get to know what they know, only what they can 
say that they know. He tells me about when he worked in the mental health field: 
Someone with pretty severe schizophrenia was talking with me. He was using 
all correct words but afterwards there was no way to respond, He said something like: 
“this morning I got up and the car was in the oven and the next thing I knew the 
blueness came over the phone and the rain was six feet under for 18 years – did I tell 
you about my little brother…” You knew all the words, and they were in the right place 
in the sentence but the impact, the meaning was so obscure, it just didn’t communicate. 
We called it a word salad. All I could say was, really, yeah, okay. It’s like looking at a 
surrealist painting, and your perceptions keep changing. 
 In response, I also suggest the disorientation that can happen to anyone when we 
are removed from the cocoon of meaning that accompanies an L1. Not to equate second 
language writing with schizophrenia, I say, but still the question arises: Just because we’re 
both speaking English, are we having the same experience? We agree this is in many ways a 
question of philosophy: about the correspondence of language and ideas, differences 
between meaning and interpretation, the existential inability for people to ever be able to 
fully communicate. 
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We talk about others’ poetry – I ask him are there standards to apply that are 
similar to what we have been discussing with SLW? In other words, is it all poetry?  
I have my tastes – some things resonate with me, others don’t. It’s not like it’s 
all equal – I definitely have reactions – sometimes it feels pretentious or it’s because 
the writer doesn’t have control over what they want to say, it sounds like they learned 
it in a workshop. There are too many adjectives, it’s too obvious. Or I'm not 
knowledgeable enough or it’s just not my cup of tea. And, of course, other people may 
really like it… 
He says he doesn’t take much pleasure in hearing “language poetry” that tends to be 
“more sonic than communicative.” He is certainly interested in the music and the play of 
language, in the effect of cutting off a sentence or starting in the middle of the page – 
“otherwise just write prose,” he says – but he wants to express himself clearly and to be 
accessible. He thinks the world is real even if mysterious, and it is this that grounds his 
politics and his poetry. 
Finally, I discuss with him issues around English serving as an international 
language that so many use but don’t thoroughly command, or command in what’s 
considered the standard way. What does it mean to “own” the language (Widdowson , 
1994); to make changes, as we discussed earlier, that may not be intentional; and how then 
might this contribute to the language itself evolving given its unique and historic role? He 
notes:  
It’s a funny thing that having so many people speak English that’s not their first 
language might actually make it less dynamic because there’s a vested interest in 
keeping it from moving, shifting all around. I mean, if I'm a Chinese speaker, the last 
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thing I want is to have to re-figure out what is happening. So there’s a vested interest 
in both parties to keep a continuity there. Which you don’t necessarily have when 
you’re swimming in the language you grow up with, where you can easily detect the 
registers and make changes and word plays, and it’s all only local.  
 
Language ownership   
 
“Swimming in the language you grow up with” is another way of saying “native 
speaker,” and it is the native speaker who is typically thought of as the “owner” of a 
language (Widdowson, 1994, 2003). Chomsky (1965) posited an “idealized native speaker” 
who was considered the ultimate authority, by knowledge and intuition, of what a language 
is. Stern (1983) describes an ideal native speaker as a person with subconscious 
knowledge of rules, creativity of language use, a range of language skills, the ability to take 
hold of meaning intuitively and to communicate within various social settings, and who is 
able to tell whether a structure produced is acceptable or not. Some have suggested that 
the very definition of a language is, in effect, what the native speakers do with it (Davies, 
2003). 
Until the 1990s it was tacitly assumed that the objective of L2 learning was to 
become as like a native speaker as possible, and any differences counted as failure (Cook, 
2010). But with communicative and sociolinguistic developments in theorizing about 
language that emphasize use over origin and the changing nature of a native speaker in the 
context of English as an international language, this has generally been debunked 
(Canagarajah, 2015; Davies, 2003; Hymes, 1972; Medgyez, 1992; Rampton, 1990; Saniei, 
2001; Widdowson, 1994). Robert Phillipson (1992) coined the phrase “native speaker 
fallacy” to counter the view that a native speaker is better suited to teach a language, and 
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Adrian Holliday (2005) introduced the term “native speakerism” to critique the privileging 
that goes along with presuming the authority of the native speaker.    
 When learning Dutch, I found I preferred to be taught by L1 English speakers 
who could tell me what they had figured out about how Dutch worked and how it was 
different from English. I knew I would then be communicating with native Dutch speakers 
in that immersive environment and learn from them in practice, but I was happy with a 
nonnative teacher (see also Levis et al, 2016; Mahboob, 2004; Selvi, 2014; Widdowson, 
1997). 
Critiquing native speakerism in English is even more salient, however, with three 
out of four of the two billion English language users in the world today speaking as 
nonnative (Crystal, 2004; The British Council, 2013). Widdowson (1994) was one of the 
first to make the case that this means ownership of the language must be reconsidered, that 
when a language is serving as the international language, it enters new territory (see also 
Jenkins, 2009; Rafoth, 2015; Seidlhofer, 2011). In his highly influential article “The 
ownership of English,” which was also the keynote address at the TESOL conference that 
year, Widdowson notes that Standard Written English is only one dialect of English, and an 
authoritative standard for the language does not – and cannot – exist. That would imply 
stability where language change and dynamism are the reality, and native English speakers 
can no longer be the arbiters of what the standard is (p. 382).     
David Crystal (2004) makes a similar point: 
All these users have a share in the future of English. Language is an 
immensely democratizing institution. To have learned a language is immediately to 
have rights in it. You may add to it, modify it, play with it, create in it, ignore bits of 
 143 
it, as you will. And it is just as likely that the future course of English is going to be 
influenced by those who speak it as a second or foreign language as by those who 
speak it as a mother-tongue (p. 23). 
In Can I use I?, a book aimed at new college writers, Catherine Prendergast (2015) 
notes: “The best writing intentionally (keyword ‘intentionally’) stretches language. Words 
come and go because language is alive, bowing to the winds of those who speak it” (p. 55, 
parenthetical in the original). She encourages students to take advantage of this to keep 
their writing fresh, giving the example of “Freakonomics,” among other. But is such 
language received as intentional stretching when done by an SLW, as we observed earlier 
in this chapter?  
Widdowson (1994) says it is the move of intentionality that is the very mark of 
proficiency: 
You are proficient in a language to the extent that you possess it, make it your 
own, bend it to your will, assert yourself through it rather than simply submit to the 
dictates of its form. It is a familiar experience to find oneself saying things in a 
foreign language because you can say them rather than because they express what 
you want to say. You feel you are going through the motions, and somebody else's 
motions at that. You are speaking the language but not speaking your mind. Real 
proficiency is when you are able to take possession of the language, turn it to your 
advantage, and make it real for you. This is what mastery means. So in a way, 
proficiency only comes with nonconformity, when you can take the initiative and 
strike out on your own (p. 384). 
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But circular reasoning seems to be operating here – taking possession of the language is 
both a requirement of proficiency and the ultimate sign of its being achieved.  
Examination of the complex changes taking place and comparison of standards 
among the evolving varieties of English around the world are taken up in the large and 
developing fields of World Englishes, English as an international language, and English as a 
lingua franca (Kachru, 1985; Jenkins, 2009; Seidlhofer, 2011). In those fields, which often 
focus more on spoken than written language, the concern is on inter-community 
communication and interactions, and often more on language function than form (Cogo, 
2008). Questions of ownership and how the language changes are of a different nature than 
in the present study, which rather concerns those who have chosen for an immersive 
English-language environment and for working with and within the standards associated 
with academic written English. The questions of interest that this chapter points to are: 
When does this writer achieve a level of ownership that allows them to “play” with the 
language? When might they influence the language versus when do they get corrected? 
When Crystal says, “To have learned a language is immediately to have rights in it,” the 
operative question is, at what point are you deemed to have “learned” it?  In other words, 
when do you go from being a language learner to a language user? And what implications 
does this have for those who are assisting SLWs?        
These questions also point to differences found in the two writing studies fields that 
frame this study, Second Language Writing and the Translingual Approach, and this will be 
returned to in Chapter 5, the Discussion. Here the question “what is the target?” has led 
again to discussing with the faculty what their practice has entailed. We close with 
Professor Bergen, who describes what she does as a mature user of the language: 
 145 
When I write for the world of philosophy, and that is in English more than 
anything – so it’s already all-inclusive in a way that Norwegian will never be – 
sometimes I use Norwegian examples and names to show to the academic world we 
don’t always have to say Catherine and John or use examples from Shakespeare – we 
can also use Ibsen. So even though it’s easy to use the English examples we don’t have 
to, and it’s kind of important that we don’t. 
She demonstrates a confidence that she will be accepted by others, so that 
introducing an innovation is not presumed a mistake or a matter of cultural ignorance. She 
goes on: 
But still it has to work – they still have to hear what you’re trying to say. Even if 
you have some rupture to make them aware, still you then have to tune it in. [my 
emphasis] 
“But still it has to work” shows her recognition that her message must be decoded 
and interpreted (Hall, 1980), and when she says “you then have to tune it in,” she assumes 
some shared understanding of standards, a topic taken up in the next chapter. She 
continues: 
And I am in the US – I’m not just a visitor anymore. It’s something about respect 
and even about becoming fond of the people – don’t always only want to disrupt. I’ve 
lived here for 13 years and I think I start to understand the people and so it’s now 
easier to try and take part than when you’re very much a visitor because you really 
don’t understand. And there are many things I won’t speak to at all because I don’t 
understand them, but I’m now more of a participant.  
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She is sharing her experience and approach to how to live fully in the environment and 
with what degree of acceptance and compliance on her part.  
Conclusion 
In Topical Chapter 1 we looked at the style of academic writing in English and in 
Topical Chapter 2 at what takes place in different one-on-one settings, often with one cast 
as the writing expert and the other in need of assistance with both the language and the 
culture of the writing. In this chapter we have begun to focus in on a more nuanced probing 
of the experiences SLWs face. We have seen that many linguistic theorists (Crystal, 2004; 
Jenkins, 2014; Seidlhofer, 2011; Widdowson, 1994) now recognize that English is no longer 
owned only by those who are native speakers. The reality of this, however, must go beyond 
the linguists’ theorization. For the second language writer to enact this, and for them to 
break rules of conformity with intention and effect, requires a deep-rooted sense of 
accomplishment and confidence. The next chapter further takes up how the study’s 
subjects position themselves toward language standards in a language they may or may not 




TOPICAL CHAPTER 4: Writing with an Accent 
 
The final professor I profile takes a more critical stance regarding language; he 
makes it an explicit topic in his own work and a critical subject in his classes. This is not to 
say that the other faculty subjects do not discuss it this way, but with him it is a major topic, 
also during our interview. This perhaps has much to do with his own background. He is 
from South Africa, where language has a long and infamous history of being communal and 
politicized. He says for him, language is politics, so he is particularly conscious, and he 
incorporates this into his practice and into his syllabi. 
Profile 11 
Professor Flaats describes himself as a multilingual speaker who was raised 
speaking a creole Cape dialect that is a mixture of English and a variety of Afrikaans. He 
now speaks English and Afrikaans, and also some Xhosa. At university in Capetown all 
subjects were in English, and he studied law which was in British English and Latin. He 
explains that before 1976, Afrikaans was maligned as a language of the oppressor, but in 
post-Apartheid South Africa, it has been recovered as a language of the streets and as a 
“critique of formalized linguistic expressions.” He says there are racial politics around all 
the languages and that, as an educator, he is alert to his responsibilities to try to 
understand this. He tells me he has belatedly started to take beginner Spanish and beginner 
Portuguese. 
His field is urban social movements, and he describes his current research as 
moving toward ethnographic work, of recovering narrative without translating it because 
he is becoming aware of what is lost through translation. He is problematizing this, 
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transcribing and quoting what is heard, and working against making the original speaker 
invisible. 
He incorporates language and the politics of language into his coursework: 
In the post-colonial canon, the question ‘can the subaltern speak’ – Spivak’s 
important question – I interpret as an insistence for difference. English as a Second 
Language – that construction itself already subordinates nonnative speakers and is a 
project of inclusion and assimilation that in many ways is an erasure, similar to racial 
politics. A social justice project is a recovery of difference, more about multilingual 
speakers as opposed to ESL – that’s the sort of politics I’m talking about.  
I note that often, when people talk about markers of difference, there will be 
agreement on race, gender, class, even age – but rarely is language in there.  
Absolutely, and that’s an inverted world view. Linguistic differences are 
actually the opening points to these other differences. And this is where ESL is an 
imperialistic project that forecloses that difference instead of opening it up. Because 
it’s power, in language. I see it in my training in law: legal language is a language of 
the state, an authoritative language. That’s what you got trained in law school. The 
key segue for us as educators is linguistic difference – that’s the doorway into cultural 
difference.  
Do you work with students who have come here to immerse themselves in an 
English language environment and want to achieve in standard English? 
Yes, of course. Students understand certification from an American institution 
is very prestigious, so there is that desire. The question is: how do we help them 
navigate that? My focus has shifted, and my position now is not to insist that students 
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write perfect English. These are the kinds of pressures that will see students do 
dystopian things like copy and paste, contract other people to write for them – these 
are some of the unconscionable gifts that an ESL-type framework delivers. This is not 
just a predominantly white institution but predominantly Anglo-speaking, and I think 
this monoculture is disastrous. The dilemma is that students from multilingual 
backgrounds aspire and desire to come to these essentially Anglo, monolingual, 
monocultural institutions, and too often they don’t see the value of going elsewhere. 
When students are writing for you, those who are not L1 English speakers, how do 
you respond to their command of English?  
That’s a very important question – for one thing, I’m becoming increasingly 
alert to students who show a great difference in their competency between oral and 
written language – it’s often like night and day. And I’ve asked students to express, for 
example, what is the Cantonese or Mandarin term for ‘urbanization.’ Or like the term 
‘conscientization’ in Paolo Freire’s work. I ask the native speakers to tell us their 
understanding and give some context from their cultural background. I assign 
American texts, but I also let them know this is an American male white-centered 
perspective. When I ask them to discuss writers from where they come from, they light 
up. And we look at the language itself to look at what is different in these world views.  
When you get written work from your students and there is nonstandard English, 
how do you respond – do you give feedback on their language use per se, or do you accept 
nonstandard language? 
My own consciousness is growing. I would have in the past just referred them to 
the writing center, which is the standard fare, and generously graded for what I know 
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they are capable of, because usually their oral skills are much more developed than 
their writing skills. But I think in the future I will directly ask them what they would 
prefer – I will ask them ‘what is lost in translation?’  and have a section of my syllabus 
ask ‘what do you want to use your writing for?’ I will have them add that to their 
written work – what is the difficulty they are having and what is lost in translation? – 
and whether they need any support services to express that. So a much more dialogical 
and engaged approach than an authoritarian one. I guess it’s a way that I am trying to 
lean into difference and where they are. 
Are you enthusiastic in any way that we share one language to the extent that we 
do? In the world? In academia? 
It comes back to the politics. English monoculture has had unquestioned 
dominance, so that’s the downside of it. The upside is of course it makes 
communication very speedy and easy, frictionless, but that has also become a problem 
– in my own work, I’m working more closely with people engaging in what they are 
calling translation studies, which I think is a key skill to understand.  I’ve seen the 
disastrous consequences of people in law courts not fully understanding the nature of 
the charge. Academia is a walk in the park compared to what can happen in court – 
nevertheless, academia should be a space that opens up questions of difference 
including linguistic difference.  
I ask him to react to the idea that emerged from my interviews with the SLW faculty 
subjects in Topical Chapter 1: that English as the international academic language has also 
fostered a style of writing – the thesis-driven, evidence-based, linear style my interview 
subjects have told me is different than writing in Chinese, Farsi, Spanish. I tell him about 
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one of their suggestions that the transparency of this style may also have served to increase 
its dominant role as an international standard, because more people can adopt this in a 
way that a more suggestive, poetic language would not work as well, and that English may 
have become more this way as it serves in this international role. 
I would push back on that – it is the political economy of language that we are 
seeing there. American English has been dominant for a long time, but as China and 
India increasingly become the drivers of trade, as we see them now dropping the 
dollar, so Mandarin, Cantonese, Hindi will become the languages of commerce. One has 
to read the politics and economics together with the cultural expression – there’s an 
imperialistic aspect to what you just shared. This has worked during the development 
of an industrial economy – right now the language of the US is militarism.  
So are you suggesting that it is simply better that there are more languages 
operating, that there is greater diversity that we all draw upon? What of the usefulness that 
so many people do share a language, more than any time in history, and that there are far 
more people who speak English as a second language than speak it as a native language? 
And I give the example of the two scientists from different countries, both using English, 
both as a second language, who otherwise probably couldn’t communicate… 
Esperanto, English as a lingua franca, mathematics – these have all been 
suggested as universal languages, but none of these are context-free. Commerce has 
the desire to reduce and simplify, but people are more complex than zeros and ones. 
Since the earliest dawn of human development there is communication. To exist 
communally – we do things better in groups – we need to talk with each other. So, I 
think linguistic expression is driven by the social practice. If I’m a trader, I will have to 
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learn what I need to get my transaction done. There is the social purpose of making a 
better life through economic and social development, but the uniform world order of 
the one superpower is fast changing, and so we see a resurgence of diversity. I do think 
there will be some uniform rules, driven as has always been the case through cultural 
interactions and now massive migrations due to ecological and economic disasters. 
There’s a famous billboard in Cape Town that I love: ‘Learn an African language – 
speak French!’ Those are the legacies of the history of colonization. One has to be alert 
to this – but there’s no one size fits all. For me, the political project is the recovery of 
difference, and to contextualize it, to serve the communicative purpose. Language is 
not to be abstracted. The question is what is the social purpose of the language that 
we’re speaking.  
Language standards: The elephant in the room  
“The social purpose of the language that we’re speaking;” “the recovery of 
difference;” “no one size fits all” – these points resonate deeply with me and I am in the 
warm spot again: Does my enthusiasm about English operating as a shared world language 
suggest or lead to linguistic injustice?  If I don’t challenge prescribed standards, am I 
furthering privileged hierarchies? Are people who do follow the standards being duped? If I 
focus on pedagogy that seeks to improve accuracy, am I doing the work of the language 
police? 
These questions all regard language standards, and, in a sense, it is the question of 
standards that underlies all the others. As Casanave (2017) says, if there weren’t agreed 
upon standards, there would be nothing to correct (p. 120). 
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Deborah Brandt (2012) explains that language exists freely and without limit; 
however, not all language counts equally, and it is “fake conditions of scarcity” which 
elevate the standard dialect and help educated elites maintain their economic and political 
advantages. “Language crises are always political,” she says. “They resemble other modern-
day crises, like famine, which arises not from any real scarcity in food production but from 
the political production of suffering and want” (pp. 769-770). 
Standard Written English, Standard American English, Edited American English, 
Dominant American English are all terms for the forms that academic writing generally 
takes and the register and style produced within the disciplines, genres, and publications of 
academic English (Flores, 2016; Gevers, 2018; Horner et al. 2011; Hyland & Hamp-Lyons, 
2002; Lillis & Curry, 2010; Tardy, 2012). They are nonregional varieties of the language 
that are codified via schooling and grammar textbooks, are upheld in mainstream media 
and by social convention, and require education for the user to become proficient, which 
thereby marks the user as being so educated (Bourdieu, 1991; Brandt, 2012; Hope, 2006).  
Sociolinguist Jonathon Hope (2006) notes that what becomes “standard” is often not 
what would be expected of natural language development or what exists in regional or 
culture-based dialects. Examples in English include maintenance of the “third person –s 
ending” (I think, you think, she thinks); the lack of a plural form of “you” such as y’all or 
youse; failure to allow “what” as a relativizer (cf “which” and “who” – the chair which is 
over there, the man who lives next door, but not the bowl what fell on the floor), and failure 
to allow double negatives in what is considered educated English (pp. 52-53).   
When it comes to writing, Hope accounts for the unlikely success of these 
“unnatural” linguistic forms by presuming there may be an unconscious tendency toward 
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developing a “deliberately” difficult language (p. 53) in order to establish a formally written 
English that would engender prestige. This then feeds into prescriptivism and 
standardizing rules, since learners will require formal instruction to remove the non-
standard forms that they are used to using and enable them to “hit linguistically unlikely 
target utterances” (p. 53). According to Hope, standardization is “language-internal” and 
accounts for the processes writers employ unconsciously as they become more aware of 
and sensitive to language variations, while prescriptivism (i.e., following language rules) 
should not be seen as a linguistic phenomenon, as it often is, but rather as “language-
external.” It serves the purpose not of establishing or developing language standards, but 
follows at a later stage, to act more sociolinguistically, and belongs to culture and ideology 
(pp. 51-52). 
Establishing the target of how to relate to prescribed standards, let alone managing 
to achieve it, can be a real conundrum for those who work to assist second language 
writers. For example, a graduate student in physics brought this to a session in the writing 
center. It is feedback she received from her professor in a course on research and science 
writing: 
Dear X,  
 
Your content is good but all the grammatical errors make it tedious to read and hard 
to understand. If you are going to continue in graduate work your writing in English 
must improve. I suggest you try Purdue OWL = they have exercises for ESL. 
 
A student in a course on East Asian language and culture wrote this as the presenting 
problem for his session: 
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Hi, could you please help me go through the writing assignment and check the 
grammer (sic)? Thanks! My professor said that my essay is not written like a native 
speaker. 
 
Another student shows me what her professor wrote:  
 
Jing, please rewrite this so it is easier to read. Pay attention to flow and correct the 
grammar.  
That was all the feedback she was given. 
A consultant I interviewed at the writing center said he sometimes finds his position 
daunting – students come to him looking for help, and when they leave, they think they 
have a fully acceptable paper. He shakes his head in resignation and says often it includes 
many formulations that are not standard English, leaving him to wonder: Is that okay? 
When the student tells you they have come because their professor said they wouldn’t read 
their paper until it was corrected for grammar, what level of “reader distraction” should be 
tolerable? Is it more important that the reader’s task be assuaged with easy-to-digest 
native-like revisions or that the writer’s language and voice remain their own? At the 
center, the consultants are given great latitude to use their own skill and judgment, and 
topics such as working with ESL and second language writers are regularly the focus of on-
going professional development sessions held throughout each semester, but the 
thorniness of how much to intervene in any given text, especially by an SLW, is ever 
present.  
I raised this issue with the director in one of our many discussions – how native-like 
should the level of English be that a consultant aims for when working with a second 
language writer? She said the target is a moving one and that most important are the 
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student’s goals. Native-speaker proficiency is not the center’s expectation; rather, it 
depends on the purpose of the text, who the audience is, what the writer is seeking to 
produce. Mostly, it is up to the writer how much they want to work on very discrete 
language features, and if they do, they should make specific appointments to work at that 
level.  
The Writers Workshop Handbook (2019-2020), which serves as the authority on 
practices within the center, details a number of strategies when working at the local, micro-
level of a text, including: 
…we want to approach grammar with the same general structure we take to 
tutoring: prioritize one or two issues to address, engage the writer in discussion of 
the rule, model conventions and strategies for revision, ask the student to apply 
those strategies, and confirm the student’s understanding … [Y]ou might read the 
text aloud, exaggerating the error you want to draw attention to. Keep in mind that 
reading aloud is only one strategy and may not work well for students who don’t 
have an ear or eye for what’s correct. Other options might include circling or 
highlighting all instances of an error in one or two paragraphs, then placing an X 
near sentences with the error in one or two subsequent paragraphs, and then finally 
asking the student to locate and correct instances of the error on his own. 
Whichever strategy you use, be sure that you ask the student to explain the rules 
that they’re applying in revision… 
This is a slow but effective method of teaching grammar and usage, and it can 
be frustrating for both you and the student, especially if you feel external pressure 
(e.g., faculty comments or grades) to help an L2 student sound “native.” Keep in 
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mind that our goals are gradual but consistent improvement in accuracy over time, 
acquisition and application of linguistic knowledge, and development of effective 
self-editing strategies (Ferris, 2009) (pp. 25-26). 
Ben Rafoth (2015) also points out that, when working with second language writers, 
a writing center tutor will often experience some level of discomfort, and that negotiated 
interactions tend to result not in an “aha! moment” of full satisfaction but rather in 
authentic loose ends (pp. 63-65).   
This is a topic I raise in all the interviews, and it is clear that the question of meeting 
the standards of academic English is recognized as a practical reality by all the SLW faculty 
in the study. Perhaps this is not surprising – they are successful, and they are reproducing 
what they have achieved and mentoring their students who have also chosen to work in an 
immersive English-language environment. For example, I ask Professor Budapest if she 
thinks it would be a good thing for English language standards to become more open, more 
flexible. Would it be okay if there weren’t always subject/verb agreement or you didn’t 
always use “a” and “the” correctly, and that a high-level journal would allow that, in 
recognition of the language changing with increasing SLW use: 
That’s a tough one – in theory I say we could be more flexible but in practice I 
know I’ve read articles that came out in peer reviewed journals by nonnative speakers 
and the editor must not have done a very thorough job because it was full of the 
grammatical errors that I know are typical of, for example, Slavic speakers. It bothered 
me. It slows you down and it makes you wonder how sloppy they were not just in the 
writing but maybe in the analysis or the data collection – so form does matter.  
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When I ask Professor Tehran about requiring his students to master the standards 
of published English, he responds: 
The networks and production of knowledge force everyone to enter that system of 
writing which has its own politics – if you are in India, in Pakistan, in Egypt, if you are 
anywhere in Africa – if you don’t participate in that kind of global production of knowledge 
that is English-based then you’re not going to have any significance.  
With Professor Taipei, the visiting scholar who trains the teachers who will be 
teaching English in Taiwan, I tell her I’m speaking with faculty who have a mix of languages 
in their classrooms that they didn’t necessarily anticipate when they became a professor – 
they say they themselves are not ESL instructors, they’re not here to teach English, and yet 
they have to sort through the nonstandard grammar that is being submitted and are asking 
what do they do. She responds: 
In social linguistics and in writing studies, they argue that students come with 
their L1 and we should respect their L1. I agree with that, during their learning 
process we should not discourage them in using their native language. But for the 
international students who come to this campus to pursue an academic career or the 
job market, who want to be accepted in this academic discourse environment, they 
have to meet the requirements of the context. For example, all the EFL professors at 
my university, we have to get published in English if we want to succeed there. We 
have to write in a way that can be accepted by the reviewers, and most of the 
reviewers are native speakers of English, so I don’t think I can write in my own way, 
which is not acceptable to them. But in other cases, you have someone who comes to 
this campus who wants only to return to their country to teach, they don’t have to 
 159 
publish, and they don’t have to have perfect English. The question should be: what do 
they need? 
I ask her view on the target standards: 
I believe there are some American English standards in reading and writing 
that students have to meet so they can be part of the global society they want to be. 
And maybe those standards are changing a bit, and people can communicate even in 
nonstandard ways – even native English speakers often are nonstandard. The TESOL 
people talk about the communicative approach – they think that as long as people can 
communicate, that is what matters. I agree with them – my English has an accent, but 
you can understand me. I don’t think I have to speak perfect English, as long as I can 
communicate. But the problem is in writing, and that is what you are concerned with. 
If I write in a way that can’t be recognized by an English language user, then I cannot 
achieve the purpose of communication. 
Accented language  
Professor Taipei mentions speaking with an accent. Professor Budapest also shares 
a story about L2 pronunciation that has stayed with her for a very long time:  
When I was TAing as a grad student I got very good evaluations, but there was 
one person who wrote ‘she has an accent.’ It was just one person out of sixty, but the 
professor whose class it was mentioned it in my final evaluation. So I went to him and 
said this is permanently on my record – why did you say that – it’s only one person and 
they didn’t even say it created a problem. He said I was right, and he took it out. I 
mean, of course I have an accent! Ever since then I always say, when I give a lecture or 
start a new course, ‘I have an accent – if you don’t understand me please speak up, you 
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won’t offend me.’ I don’t want them to feel they are being culturally insensitive if they 
ask me such a question. 
Such a story belies the fact that everyone speaks with an accent, whether it be a 
“foreign” accent or any variety of the predominant language. If one is said not to have an 
accent, it is only because they speak the “preferred,” standard version (Birner, 2018; Lippi-
Green, 2012), which, as Milroy and Milroy (2012) point out, is itself an accent. 
Writing with an accent 
Professor Budapest’s example concerns speaking, but writing can be thought of in a 
similar way, and this leads me to suggest a resolution that is not seen very often: writing 
with an accent. When I do find it discussed, it usually refers to literary devices such as 
attempting to transcribe a speaker’s dialect (Preston, 1985) or “pronunciation spelling” of 
informal language such as “gonna” (Perlman, 2011), and when it comes to advice for 
writers, it is usually to steer away because it too often comes across as affectation, 
distraction, or patronizing (see, for example, Evans, 2020; Weiland, 2013).  
 But I mean something different. I am concerned with the SLW and with how they 
express themselves. I explain it this way to Professor Farsi: 
We accept that people speak with an accent. Is it okay for their writing to not be 
standard American English, to have words from another language mixed in, to have grammar 
that isn’t perfect and formulations that would not be said by a native speaker? Can we just 
read around that, with the realization that this puts more of an effort on the reader to also 
have to negotiate their understanding of what’s been written? Or, especially for graduate 
students who are working to professionalize themselves in this English-language academic 
market, do you want them to improve their English as much as possible? Some say you’re not 
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doing your students any service to have them not work on developing their English, and they 
can be misread and misrepresented when their meaning isn’t clearly made. 
She responds: 
So writing with an accent means if I don’t put ‘the’ where it doesn’t belong, 
that’s fine because that shows that I am not a native English speaker and that should 
not be looked down on? 
This makes a lot of sense. I have a graduate student for example – he has a 
good command of English, but he’s a poet. So he writes in a way mixed with poetry that 
doesn’t necessarily comply with the academic dry writing as he weaves his kind of 
playfulness into it. I appreciate that.  
I ask about the student’s language background:  
He’s Bangladeshi – he speaks Bangla at home, I believe, but all his schooling has 
been in English. So he has command enough of the language to be choosing to play 
with it. But even if it was not – I support bringing imagery in and writing in a way that 
reveals your spirit and character.  
And do you give him feedback on that? 
Yes, I encourage him. I had a Palestinian student who was writing about a 
refugee camp in Jordan and I had to constantly tell him – use that imagery, use that 
language, put that phrase in Arabic in and then give the translation – so that we are 
reminded that the person you are talking to is Arabic-speaking. I see that as reminding 
us of the author, and writing with another language is totally fine. 
She also adds: 
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But to have a text that is not clear English, that I think doesn’t help. I wouldn’t 
do that for myself, and I wouldn’t see it for others. 
Her points echo the discussion in Topical Chapter 3 about needing to have enough 
command of the language to make such a poetic move. I’m also reminded of what Professor 
Tehran said in Topical Chapter 1 about losing his poetry when he writes in English, but on 
this topic, he says: 
I understand what you mean by an accented writing, but for students it’s very 
hard to maintain that if they expect to be published, if they expect to find a job.  
He says this is a difficult argument for him to make because he doesn’t believe in it:  
It should be easy for people to express themselves the way they like … we don’t 
want to be the language police, but if I don’t do this for the students, I leave them 
hanging out cold, and wherever they send their stuff nobody is going to publish it. 
My suggestion of writing with an accent is not offered as a highly theorized 
approach or one that captures all the complexities but as a resolution to the tension I felt 
regarding how to approach language standards, and I discuss it further in Chapter 5, the 
Discussion.  
“I can see that professors are struggling” 
 
Here the last word goes to Yin, the professor in China who I interviewed when she 
was a graduate student colleague. She puts the focus on the faculty, who are among the 
most important gatekeepers in academia for setting what is allowed, including the 
language. She takes the position that they should not expect perfection – it is this that 
pushes SLWs to send their work to an editor, to appear more proficient than they are. 
Teacher and student should meet each other:  
 163 
I think it needs a fundamental re-thinking, of educators, of being a professor, of 
the purpose of education and who you are educating – to shift from thinking there is a 
language barrier to language difference, and to see that students who do not speak 
English so well doesn’t mean that they are not as capable. That they have their own 
language, that they are very capable in their own language, and then to recognize that 
as a strength in the student, and then to encourage that student to leverage that 
strength. And for the student to know that that comes with practice, that their English 
will get better, but it takes time.  
I can see that professors are struggling, but why? Because they need more time, 
if they really want to understand. Of course, it will be more comfortable and easier 
when I can speak English fluently and express my ideas clearly. But still, even if I don’t, 
there are still my ideas to be expressed. And I think it takes both of our efforts to be 
able to understand that, to want to understand that.  
Conclusion 
This completes the Results of the study, based on combining what the study 
participants shared with topics I considered pertinent to include. In this way, the points 
that the participants expressed were contextualized within scholarship and among broader 
language and educational issues.   
Next is the Discussion chapter, where I analyze the Results by comparing what the 
subjects have said with each other and with the disciplinary fields that have framed the 
study, articulate underlying themes, and more fully present “writing with an accent.” I 






Discussion: Concerns and a Resolution 
 
 
PART 1: Overview 
The main focus of this study is on academic writing in English by those for whom it 
is not their first language. The main question is: What do successful second language 
writers – the faculty subjects – have to say about what worked for them to develop their 
proficiency and what do they do to assist others? In particular, what do they share with 
graduate students who are SLWs and have chosen for a university in an immersive English-
language environment – a position the faculty members were once in themselves? In 
addition, what do some SLW graduate students reveal about their own experiences and 
choices? What changes are taking place in university writing centers, where many go for 
assistance? And what can be said, based on my personal experience, literature, observation, 
and results of this study, about language standards, language change, and a resolution I find 
between two disciplinary fields, Second Language Writing and the Translingual Approach 
in Writing Studies, that treat the material quite differently?   
All of these topics are captured in the guiding question, “What is the target?” and the 
results of the study are found in the four Topical Chapters that present what the subjects 
shared in our interviews. Here, in the Discussion chapter, I draw from the interviews and 
return to the literature and the tension between the two fields to examine these results and 
to interrogate the different assumptions at work in the scholarship as well as among the 
study’s subjects. In the process, I seek to fulfill a major purpose of carrying out the study: to 
contribute to better understanding, appreciating, and assisting in the work of second 
language academic writers in English. 
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PART 2: Results 
There were several underlying themes that emerged throughout the study. The first 
concerned how it feels to work in a second language. I shared my own observations about 
the different visceral experience I have when speaking Dutch compared to English, and the 
faculty participants shared theirs, such as when Professor Bergen described the 
environment that a speaker from Norway inhabits, and Professor Tehran says he misses 
the poetry of his L1. In a sense, this theme was often present, for example, feeling 
vulnerable and badly treated by an editor or shamed because of your accent or describing 
yourself as being linguistically homeless and traces back to Deborah Brandt’s sponsors of 
literacy – those “who appear in formative roles at the scenes of literacy learning” (1998, p. 
167)  – but, in this case, the development of second language literacy. 
 In the first Topical Chapter we discussed an American, English-language style of 
argument and academic expository writing which they all recognized – thesis-driven, 
active-voiced, transparent, deductive, evidence-based, strongly-verbed. Praising this style 
of writing was common, by both the faculty and graduate students. They almost all 
expressed appreciation for this, one professor even wondering if the style has become this 
way more so as the language increasingly serves as the common academic language. 
Professor Flaats later pushed back on this, saying that the prevalence of the language 
mostly reflects political and economic forces rather than anything linguistic or rhetorical.  
One especially interesting finding was discovering that what the faculty members 
characterized as the language of American academic English – what one called a third 
language that is now more native to her than writing in her native language – has had the 
unintended consequence of creating westernized versions of their L1. In other words, for 
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those who have been trained to write their academic work in English and with an English 
style, their L1 academic writing has been impacted by this as well, and one said he finds he 
can tell when reading work in his L1 if the writer has been educated in the West.  
Suresh Canagarajah (2015), one of the major figures in the translingual field, 
describes something similar for himself, but in his case, unlike the participants in this 
study, he points out that he has allowed the style of writing in his L1, Tamil, to impact back 
on his English style:  
It was when I came for graduate studies to the US that I developed my 
proficiency in the genre of academic writing, with the understanding that it had its 
own norms and structures. When I moved back to Sri Lanka for teaching, I was 
under pressure to write academic articles in Tamil in order to share my knowledge 
with local scholars. I found it useful to adopt the genre of English academic essays 
with an anticipatory introductory paragraph that spelt out the thesis and body 
paragraphs with their clearly defined topic sentences. Some appreciated the way 
this writing inserted a difference into Tamil discourse, reconfiguring the repertoire 
of Tamil academic genres. Over time, I encountered some resistance to this writing. 
Readers commented that they found my style too calculated and explicit, 
underestimating their ability to interpret the meanings and presenting my ethos as 
condescending. I saw some value in their preference for indirection and 
experimented with adopting it in my writing. I am now drawing from Tamil oral 
traditions and adopting more indirectness, narrative, and personal voice in my 
English academic writing (p. 422). 
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This is an example of what Canagarajah (2015) calls the recursive nature of writing 
acquisition, by which he means that the different languages in one’s repertoire impact on 
each other and lead to creatively incorporating new language forms (p. 422).  
But what he describes contrasts with a number of this study’s participants. For 
example, even though Professor Tehran recognized that a passive-voice style, commonly 
critiqued in English, may express something meaningful about a writer’s way of engaging 
with the world, he said he constantly writes on his students’ papers they should not use 
passive, and Yin described that she originally wrote in a passive voice in order to indicate 
relationship, but she received feedback that it is more English-like to write in an active, 
confident, “I”-oriented voice, and now she does that.  
These differences in practice, among the subjects and compared to the literature, led 
to another major underlying theme that was the basis of Topical Chapters 3 and 4: How to 
consider language standards.   
Language standards      
The faculty subjects in the study almost all accepted Standard Written English as a 
norm to be met by their students, either through the correction they give or by 
recommending the writing center or favoring hiring an editor. They mostly said they 
thought it was their responsibility to let graduate students know they need to increase 
their mastery if they expect to succeed in academia in the world, which they recognize as 
dominated by English language publishing, research, and scholarship (Hyland, 2016a; Lillis 
& Curry, 2004, 2010; McKinley & Rose, 2018; Montgomery, 2013; Rafoth, 2015). Only 
Professor Flaats discussed incorporating students’ L1 as a subject in his syllabi because he 
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makes language and the politics of language an explicit topic of class discussion. Others 
may do something similar, but it was not mentioned in the interviews.  
It was when the focus turned to standards that I turned to the poet, in order to talk 
about language more generally, outside of academia, and to think through how people go 
from being a language learner to a language owner. I made a distinction between a mature 
SLW who displays enough mastery to “play” with the language and a learner whose 
meaning and intention may need to be discussed with them rather than assumed or just 
accepted in a nonstandard form. Professor Bergen talked here about how it feels to be in 
the process of becoming more at home in the second language as well as its environment 
and culture.  
It is in making distinctions around the treatment of language standards that we see 
some of the greatest contrasts between the two disciplinary fields of Second Language 
Writing and the Translingual Approach. For example, the question asked in Topical Chapter 
3, “is it poetry or is it wrong?” is a concern that is not likely to arise in a translingual 
framework. Rather, according to Horner et al. (2011): 
… language learners are also language users and creators. Thus, mastery must be 
redefined to include the ability of users to revise the language that they must also 
continuously be learning – to work with and on, not just within, what seems its 
conventions and confines (p. 307).  
“The possibility of writer error,” they say, “is reserved as an interpretation of last resort” 




Language fluidity, language mix 
A central feature of translingualism is recognizing the fluidity of language and that 
multilingualism is the norm in the world. In contrast to the modernist nation state built 
around a single predominant national language, Makoni and Pennycook (2007) tie 
translingualism together with transnationalism and highlight the blended and negotiated 
nature of language before invented standards were imposed by European colonialists. They 
focus on the genuine commingling of language and note: “all languages are creoles rather 
than all creoles are languages” (p. 21). They ask, “What might it look like if we took 
seriously the implications of no longer positing the existence of separate languages” and 
instead shift the focus from rules and conventions to strategies of communication? (p. 37).   
According to Canagarajah (2015), it is new forms of language that arise out of such 
language blending and negotiation that is the essence of the translingual approach. In a 
translingual understanding, which he calls “an alternate understanding to language and 
literacy development,” the writer integrates the languages in their repertoire into a 
“synthesized language competence” (pp. 421-422). It is based on accepting the copresence 
of multiple languages and considers language use to entail a mixing and changing of 
different languages, granting agency to the language users rather than viewing what they 
do as linguistic failure (Horner & Tetreault, 2017, pp. 4-5).  
Code-meshing is a central feature of the approach, defined by Gevers (2018) as the 
mixing of different language varieties or registers for rhetorical effect in writing (p. 75). 
This contrasts with code-switching, “a change from one language variety to another in 
conversation or text which can occur across languages, dialects, or monolingual contexts 
and can be deliberate or subconscious” (Buell, 2004, p. 116). Code-switching generally 
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refers to being able to talk or act appropriately in different settings, such as casual versus 
formal, “home” versus “school,” and has often been discussed as a practice among speakers 
of English language varieties and among people of color; it is sometimes cast as operating 
from a deficit perspective (Delpit, 1995; Young et al. 2014). Code-meshing, on the other 
hand, is usually concerned with writing and is presented as a creative mixing of languages 
and a challenging, pro-active rather than reactive move (Krichevsky, 2015; Young et al. 
2014). It has been taken up as a major practice within translingualism (Canagarajah, 2015; 
Matsuda, 2014), and, in this capacity, Gevers (2018) calls it “a strategy of hybridity and 
resistance” (p. 74). 
As Jonathan Hall (2018) explains:  
The key word here is ‘negotiate,’ a term which will recur again and again in 
discussions of translingual approaches, introducing a fully rhetorical aspect to 
linguistic change. It is not only that the ‘rules’ of standardized languages shift and 
change over time, on a macro level, as power relations within and between language 
communities shift and change – any modern linguistic theory would agree with this 
much. But translingualism insists on the agency of each individual writer in each 
rhetorical situation as participating in that process (Lu & Horner, 2013), if only as 
one in trillions of such micro-negotiations in every act of language every second of 
every day all over the world. It’s not an either/or matter of choosing whether to 
follow or to defy the rules of a standardized language, but rather of finding 
strategies for situating oneself, as a writer, within the already shifting and already 
malleable repetitions and deviations that constitute the network of differences that 
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form what we call language(s) or dialect(s) or variet(ies) — or subsets such as 
registers or disciplines (p. 31). 
As Canagarajah (2015) further elucidates, grammar itself is negotiable, which he 
discusses when critiquing the SLW adherents: “Their orientation overlooks the 
negotiability of grammar. In assuming Standard English as the norm and target, it might 
give the impression to teachers and students that grammar is predefined” (p. 427).  
Jerry Won Lee (2016), a translingual practitioner, critiques standardized forms of 
assessment and advocates for students negotiating the extent to which they want their 
writing evaluated along standard lines: “[it] means continuously individualizing the criteria 
by which student writing is evaluated, working beyond a homogeneous set of standards, 
even for one particular classroom” (p. 186).   
For me, an enthusiast for sharing a world language, this move away from standards 
and toward an individualized version of the language for each writer (Gilyard, 2016), free-
floating from a social base (Watkins, 2015), is difficult to fathom when it comes to thinking 
of how communication works. In the etymology of common, community, and 
communication, all derive from Latin “to share” (www.etymonline.com), and basing writing 
on difference – not just of the writer but within the writing – seems tricky at best. This 
emphasis on each participant’s  individualistic way of using the language is one of the 
reasons some have charged that translingualism may be complicit with a neoliberal 
orientation (Canagarajah, 2017; Gevers, 2018; Flores, 2013; Kubota, 2016; Rabbi, 2015), 
and indeed Canagarajah has admitted there is a paradox to insist on language difference 
and still want to achieve mutual intelligibility (2014, p. 95).             
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But there are, of course, a great many writing instructors who are experimenting 
with and implementing forms of translingual teaching (see,  for example, Gevers, 2018; 
Guerra, 2016; Herrmann, 2015;  Horner et al., 2011; Horner & Tetreault, 2017; Lee, 2016; 
Lu & Horner, 2013, 2016; Matsuda, 2014; Pennycook, 2008a, 2008b; Trimbur, 2016, and 
the many books and articles by Canagarajah). For some, it fits with a practice of social and 
linguistic justice, and Matsuda (2014) suggests many may be drawn to it as a “moral 
imperative…because it is the right thing to do” (p. 480). An illustration of this can be seen in 
the description of a webinar sponsored by the Second Language Writing Interest Section of 
TESOL that relates translingualism to an antiracist position, titled “Advocating for 
Multilingual Writers through Anti-racist and Translingual Teaching and Administrative 
Practices” (2020): 
This webinar discusses strategies to enact anti-racist, multilingual- and translingual-
oriented perspectives that can be enacted in classrooms, professional development 
workshops, and other administrative work spaces to disrupt dominant 
monolingualism and advocate for multilingual writers. The participants are invited 
to engage in discussions about redesigning curriculum and classroom assignments 
and assessment practices from multilingual and translingual perspectives; 
responding to racist situations in classrooms and other spaces; and encouraging 
writing faculty to enact anti-racist and translingual pedagogies. 
Along these lines, instructors incorporate statements in their syllabi such as the 
following, presented in a Writing Studies workshop (2020, UIUC) as a template example 
that anyone can adopt for their own:  
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This is a course in [academic/professional writing/sociolinguistics], which can be 
done in any language and in many modes. In your work for this course, you have the 
right and you are welcome to use the language varieties and styles that best fit your 
own goals and audiences. You are also encouraged to cite sources in languages other 
than English. I know English, read Spanish, and can figure out how to translate short 
passages in other languages. If you want to write an extended text in a language 
other than those two, please provide a translation so I can fairly assess your work. 
This is similar to Professor Flaats’ idea to add to his syllabus questions about 
students’ language, their preferences regarding standards, what for them may be “lost in 
translation,” as he puts it, and what they intend to use their writing for. Among the study 
participants, he and Professor Farsi seemed the most enthusiastic about multilingual 
writers incorporating their experience and voice via bringing their other language(s) into 
their writing. Professor Flaats asserted that the political project is the “recovery of 
difference” and that “academia should be a space that opens up questions of difference, 
including linguistic difference.” Professor Farsi encouraged students bringing poetry, 
imagery, and other languages into their writing that reveals the writer’s spirit, character, 
and identity. Yin also spoke of encouraging the faculty to shift from struggling with 
“language as a barrier” to appreciating the singular strengths of their international 
students, taking the time that’s needed for student and professor to meet each other 
mentally and forge understanding, and that they should be more accepting of what is 





On the other hand, in contrast to the fluidity and mixing of the Translingual 
Approach, there are many ESL-SLW scholars who are concerned with promoting accuracy 
as a means to advancing learner proficiency, and much research has been devoted to error 
correction and what are the most effective types of feedback, for example written 
corrective feedback that includes the correction with explanation versus just marking an 
error for the student to correct; differentiating between errors that can be explained and 
learned, such as sentence structure or verb tenses, versus that which has to be memorized, 
such as prepositions and idioms; identifying all errors or just those that follow a pattern; 
ignoring errors that don’t affect intelligibility; the value of in-person teacher conferencing; 
the value of peer feedback, etc. (Belcher, 2013; Casanave, 2017; Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014; 
Harwood, 2018; Atkinson & Tardy, 2018).  
Recently, several noted scholars in SLW have been calling for increasing the focus on 
language accuracy – as Charlene Polio (2019) says, to keep the language in second language 
writing classes (see also Caplan, 2019; Tardy, 2017) – but there are many in the field who 
also critique the stultifying effect that too much of a focus on grammar correctness can lead 
to, such as Dwight Atkinson (Atkinson & Tardy, 2018) who says of his role as an English 
teacher early in his career: 
My job was to get students to speak/write correct English. I was a kind of grammar 
police. But along came communicative approaches and process writing, and we 
began to see that we're there to help people express themselves, not primarily 
monitor their grammar. It's not a completely different thing—we're still working 
with/in form—but it's a different focus. That is, if you let the veil of accuracy cover 
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everything, you'll never get beyond it. The process model I grew up with in SLW 
was: Let people try to express their meaning without telling them they can't unless 
they have perfect form, and then once they've got their ideas developed, structured, 
and organized, that's when grammar comes in. But if you put the cart before the 
horse, you'll never see the horse (p. 91). 
Professor Tehran also feared being seen as the language police, but he accepts it as his role 
and acknowledged it was helpful in his own development when his advisor insisted on 
being strict. Similarly, Professor Bergen said, in her field of philosophy, being able to say 
precisely what you mean is critical. Both Professor Gardener and Professor Taipei spoke 
about not all international students needing to perfect their English-language use, but they 
also endorsed the prescribed standards when it comes to furthering communication. And 
Professor Budapest added that she finds nonstandard usage sloppy, it slows her down as a 
reader, and she fears it may be a signal of sloppy argumentation and research as well. 
PART 3: What is the target? 
So what, then, is the target, not only for the writer but for the one who is assisting 
the writer? Is it to align with Standard Written English and error correction and seek to 
help the writer achieve a register similar to what they read in published work, or adopt a 
translingual approach that is more critical, more creative, more fluid, and involve the 
student in recognizing, critiquing, and choosing to accept or reject the standards for 
themselves? Should developing the writer’s accuracy and standard-like proficiency be the 
ultimate goal or respecting, encouraging, and incorporating their multilingual repertoire? 
By asking what is the target, I don’t aim to suggest that there is one way to produce 
academic writing in English, one way for a professor or instructor or writing center 
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consultant to assist a second language writer, or that a choice must be made about 
following one disciplinary approach or another. Rather, when talking with the subjects in 
the study, I had been listening for what are the assumptions that are being made about 
what an SLW’s writing should be like. What target(s) are the successful SLW faculty aiming 
for when they produce their own writing and when they mentor their graduate students?  
In addition, framing the study with this question has been a way to problematize the 
tensions I first described in the first chapter and to figure out how to position myself on 
these issues in my work assisting writers.          
Critical theory yes, practice no 
The Translingual Approach was in some respects introduced as a corrective to what 
had become the “ESL industry” and its role in the uncritical promotion of English language 
teaching and the spread of English language hegemony (Canagarajah, 2002a; Pennycook, 
1999; Phillipson, 1992). Indeed, Gevers (2018) points out that a number of translingual 
proponents think it is the theory-based critical awareness-building that is the most 
important aspect of translingualism, more than any explicit teaching of code-meshing 
strategies or language mixing (p. 76), and this was the case for me. This is why I was 
smitten. But as I’ve continued to delve deeper into the literature and engaged in the 
conversations with the study participants, the differences in practice have come more 
sharply into focus, and so have my concerns.   
My concerns 
First of all, it has always seemed quite disingenuous to me when a scholar critiques 
standards and calls for rhetorical and linguistic innovation and acceptance of nonstandard 
use in a journal article or book that is written in the most advanced and prescribed form of 
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those standards. As Christine Casanave (2017) points out, so often “[l]iterature that argues 
for relaxing the standards for L2 students is itself written in traditional standard English, 
and so is not a model for what authors are proposing, nor do these authors, with only a few 
exceptions, provide models from the writing of others that might be appropriate in 
academic settings.”18 She goes on: 
We cannot ask students to flout existing standards when scholars, testers, 
publishing conglomerates, and teachers are not themselves changing standards of 
evaluation or providing models for how English can be used flexibly and 
multilingually and still be accepted in schools and workplaces without risk to 
users…Moreover, even if writing scholars and teachers relaxed standards, there is 
no guarantee that faculty in the disciplines will go along (p. 102). 
Another concern when challenging writing standards and norms comes from Laura 
Greenfield and Karen Rowan’s collection Writing centers and the new racism (2011). 
Barbara Gordon describes what she called a firestorm when the Black Cultural Society at 
her campus accused the writing center of differentially promoting nonstandard linguistic 
theories and vernaculars among students of color. The Society introduced a resolution to 
university governance that called for this to be halted and instead only “collegiate 
grammatical standards” (i.e., SWE) should be applied when tutoring anyone in the writing 
center (pp. 280-281), giving pause to the idea that a critical translingual stance is 
equivalent to an antiracist one.  
 
18 Scholars who do provide models of incorporating what is considered nonstandard 
language in academic writing, such as Geneva Smitherman (1986, 2012), H. Samy Alim (2012), 
Vershawn Ashanti Young (2007), are often working with English language varieties of African 
American Vernacular English or Black English, not the writing of second language learners/writers. 
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In one of several articles about incorporating translingual practices in writing 
centers (Blazer, 2015; Hauer, 2016; Lape, 2013; Olson, 2013; Wilson, 2012), Lara Hauer 
suggests tutors should talk with their writers about the conventions of SWE and not 
impose it “as the one and only correct way to write for college composition or for their 
instructors who expect student writing to conform to it” (p.18), aligning with Canagarajah 
(2015) who states translingualism does not ignore SWE; rather, it includes it as one variety, 
as one version of a social construct, and, as an additional dialect, it can be taught and 
incorporated into one’s collection of dialects or languages (p. 425). This makes me wonder 
if a consultant’s position on translingualism and SWE shouldn’t be incorporated into their 
profile on the center’s website so a student making an appointment knows this upfront and 
can choose for it or not.  
Furthermore, Gevers (2018) warns that teachers should be cautious about 
encouraging translingual practice in coursework because “students may be ill-equipped to 
engage in code-meshing if they lack proficiency in established varieties of the target 
language” and “the most compelling examples of code-meshing are taken from the work of 
experienced academics who can permit themselves to take certain risks in their language 
use as their livelihoods are not directly at stake, thus benefiting from their accumulated 
‘textual capital’” (p. 78).  
In a rather scathing assessment, Atkinson (Atkinson & Tardy, 2018) says 
translingual perspectives are problematic in several ways: 1) They are produced from the 
top-down by academic theoreticians rather than bottom-up from students themselves; 2) 
They assume reductive dichotomies, especially oppressed versus oppressor, with the SLW 
teacher usually assigned the role of oppressor as standard language teacher; and 3) 
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Because they are top-down and theory-based, they have little to say about the actual 
teaching of writing (p. 87). Casanave (2017) concurs when she says of the approach, “The 
interests and pronouncements of researchers and philosophizing scholars have 
predominated over students’ and teachers’ wishes, needs, and expectations” (p. 121), and 
she presents a range of sources in which students express their desire to practice and 
develop in Standard Written English (pp. 114-121). Similarly, in an article that situates the 
presence of international students in the increasing corporatization of American higher 
education, Tom McNamara (2018) profiles a Chinese undergraduate at a US university who 
sees herself as an education consumer and her studies as an expensive investment. She is 
far more interested in becoming part of the university mainstream than contesting 
oppressive language norms, and he cautions “activist compositionists” against 
misconstruing international students’ interests (p. 31).    
I realize I am cherry picking with these examples, and there are many, many 
compelling books and articles, conference presentations, workshops, blog and social media 
accounts that present the Translingual Approach and those who are committed to it in 
extremely creative and challenging ways. But because of my background, experiences, and 
concerns; the sense of being on a tightrope with a foot in two competing scholarly 
perspectives; and the results of speaking with the people in this study who are on the 
frontlines doing this work, I have arrived at an alternative to address some of the tensions I 
have felt. 
A resolution: Writing with an accent    
 
As first presented in Topical Chapter 4, I suggest the idea of writing with an accent, 
calling on the reader to make an effort the way a listener does with accented speech – the 
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way Yin is asking for professors to do at the end of that chapter. As I said earlier, I do not 
present this as a rigorous, highly theorized contribution, but, more simply and modestly, as 
a way to consider working with second language writers.  
Writing with an accent, as I mean it, assumes that there is a cohesive language that 
exists, even if no one can be said to “own” an internationally shared language as English has 
become (Makoni & Pennycook, 2007; Widdowson, 1994) 
It does not vilify language standards or consider an educated register something to 
reject. Rather, the very name “writing with an accent” suggests there is a target language 
being aimed for, which, for the graduate student second language writer who has chosen to 
work in an English-language immersive environment, would be Standard Written English 
and the English-language academic argument style identified by the study participants in 
Topical Chapter 1. I believe it is valuable to contextualize the standards, to historicize and 
critique them, but I also think it is my role to assist the writer to apply them, not portray 
them as “bankrupt” or consider them irredeemable markers of hierarchy and privilege 
(Atkinson & Tardy, 2018; Casanave, 2017; Horner et al., 2011).    
Writing with an accent would also avoid native speakerism that aims for a native-
like target. Instead, emphasis is on accent, and this would allow me to think, when assisting 
a writer, “it’s not the way I would say it, but it’s perfectly understandable” and so not feel 
compelled to scrub out unimportant, nonstandard language differences. This would 
maintain the writer’s voice and identity as a second language writer (Severino, 2009) and 
work against their leaving a session with writing that is way beyond their proficiency. 
It also recognizes that the SLW is often a language learner, not a mature user, and 
considers this a critical distinction to make, unlike translingualism which tends to consider 
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learners and users as effectively equivalent language agents (Atkinson et al., 2015; Horner 
et al., 2011). In this regard, when suggesting a revision, it is important to clearly state “this 
is the way something is handled in English” or “this is what an English-language reader 
might expect,” so that it remains the writer’s choice whether or not to adopt a particular 
recommendation.  
Writing with an accent may include nonstandard language – it is not native-like, 
after all – but it assumes that the aspiring academic writer is working toward a more 
developed Standard Written English. I do not celebrate code-meshing that leaves it to the 
reader to be intrigued by language they do not know the meaning of (Canagarajah, 2013), 
or exoticizes incorporating “foreign” words, in what Matsuda (2014) calls “language 
tourism” (p. 482). This is why I think writer intention matters – because, as I contend, the 
point is not the creation of new hybrid language that breaks down language boundaries, 
but to develop proficiency within the language the student has chosen for.               
As for the professors who send their SLW students to the writing center to achieve 
native-like writing that is frictionless to read, I believe it is important to continue to find 
ways to educate the university community not to expect this and to encourage greater 
appreciation for what developing SLWs are facing. Of course, it also matters what the 
purpose of a text is. For this reason, I advocate for the university establishing an editing 
service that can offer affordable and quality revision for high-stakes documents such as MA 
theses, dissertations, and articles sent out for publication.  
Appreciation of a multilingual environment  
 
The suggestion of writing with an accent developed from my own experience and 
from what I learned was important to the study subjects. It does not capture all their ways 
 182 
of thinking or solve all aspects of the tension I’ve described. No  matter how many 
frameworks or guidelines exist, each time you work with an individual SLW student you 
are faced with how to explain the language changes you think need to be made; how much 
nonstandard language to leave; the urge to want to make the writing native-like, which is 
so often present. I present the approach of writing with an accent as a contribution to 
handling what is involved in making such judgments when assisting a second language 
writer.  
But the task of assisting the writer pales in comparison with the work the writers 
are doing and what they face. When the poet compares the second language writer with 
someone who is working in the language they grew up with, in which they can “easily detect 
the registers and make changes and word plays, and it’s all only local,”  he captures 
something essential at the heart of this study – the layers of effort by the writer for whom 
the international arena, the arena in which they are communicating some of their most 
important thinking because it is the arena in which they seek to achieve and contribute 
professionally and intellectually, must also become their local. This points to one further 
underlying topic in the study: to increase the appreciation of the multilingual folks and 
second language writers among us. 
As Milroy and Milroy (2012) point out, “Although discrimination on the grounds of 
race, religion, gender or social class is not now publicly acceptable, it appears that 
discrimination on linguistic grounds is, even though linguistic differences may themselves 
be associated with ethnic, religious and class differences” (p. 2, emphasis in the original). 
Acknowledging the reality and impact of language difference in the environment of this 
university and explicitly recognizing language as a marker of difference could certainly be 
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taken up more often. For example, in the university’s current strategic five-year plan (The 
Next 150: Strategic Five-Year Plan 2018-2023), a major institutional planning document, it 
is notable that there is no mention of language. “Global” occurs twenty times, “diversity” 
twelve, “international” four. This fits with what several faculty members said in interviews, 
that professors and departments are expected to address language issues on their own.   
In contrast, an example that does show sensitivity to the mix of languages in the 
environment comes from a story in the campus newspaper (Wang, 2019) about the 
university’s Center for the Performing Arts offering for the first time a play with supertitles 
in English. Unlike subtitles, supertitles are suspended above the performance and, 
according to the article, the center took this initiative because one of the cast members was 
deaf. The advertising and publicity director then added: “It is wonderful that the 
international community, who have always been such an important part of the Center’s 
ecosystem, also can benefit from this greater accessibility.” The play was described as 
making use of poetic, beat-like language and “many lines overlap in the dialogue.” An 
international Engineering student is reported in the story to have been very appreciative of 
the supertitles and says he could not have understood the play without them. This act of 
targeting language in the environment to make events more accessible and fully intelligible 
could be a valuable contribution to making all of us more aware and accepting of this 
difference that pervades our surroundings.  
Conclusion 
In the course of the study, I have come to see the questions I’ve had as precisely 
fitting within the social and contextualized thinking that is the current paradigm of 
theorizing about writing. All of the ways I’ve conceived of what is the target – the 
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differences between the scholarly approaches; a critical, cultural studies sensibility versus 
pragmatic and pedagogic concerns; discussion with the study subjects of their experiences 
and practices – incorporate thinking about who is the audience; what is the purpose of the 
writing; what role do outside forces play; what choices does the writer want, indeed need, 
to make. Post-cognitive and post-process, these point instead to the situated and material 
reality in which writing exists, and the specific and particular purposes that writing fulfills. 
And each posing of the question “what is the target” can then be resoundingly met 
with the response “it depends.” This is not meant to be vague or an unsatisfactory dodge, 
but further recognition that writing in English is socially, historically, and politically 
embedded. In addition, it is a subject that exists in more than one disciplinary field, 
including Second Language Writing and Translingualism but also Teaching English to 
Speakers of Other Languages, Applied Linguistics, English as a lingua franca, World 
Englishes, and more. Each is based on differing values and assumptions concerning 
language and language learning, and also different perspectives regarding the historically 
unique role played by English that furthers global shared communication but also imposes 
demands and limitations on those who must learn and command it as another language. 
Seeking to address “what is the target” regarding second language academic writing reveals 
topics that are intellectually rich and complex, practically and theoretically pertinent, 






Conclusion and Future Work 
 
 
While English currently dominates as the world international language in areas such 
as commerce, entertainment, tourism, aviation, medical research and, to a large extent, 
academia, this is, of course, not necessarily so, and for many reasons, some of them 
discussed in this study, this can change. It is likely that there will be continued efforts to 
maintain mutual communication throughout the world (Crystal, 2004; Mugglestone, 2006), 
so the ideas expressed in this study could be applicable to any language that serves as the 
hegemonic one, and the issues raised about how to teach and assist language learners, 
establish and maintain standards, and also to critique what happens when a language 
serves to unite but also to monopolize and repress, will not go away. 
The study presents a number of topics that I find of interest to continue to pursue. 
These include: 
• empirical work to study what is the acceptable level of reader distraction when 
writing includes nonstandard language, in order to establish a more precise sense of 
how much change is needed in writing by a second language writer, 
• study how and when new language “sticks.” This would be in line with the kind of 
work done by Dennis Baron (2020) about the changing use of “they” as a pronoun to 
replace the gendered he and she. In my case, I would like to further examine the 
“stretching” of language discussed in Topical Chapter 3, and consider if and how the 
contributions of nonnative speakers impact the language, 
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• further explore the suggestion and its implications that the linear and transparent 
features of the English academic writing style may also have served to increase its 
dominant role as an international standard because more people can adopt this in a 
way that a more suggestive, poetic language would not work as well, and that 
English may have become more this way as it serves in this international role, 
• develop the idea of formalizing a “trialogue” relationship among advisors, graduate 
students, and a writing center consultant, especially for SLW students, so the 
consultant can confer with the advisor to offer a deeper level of assistance to the 
student, 
• expand efforts to educate the university audience to accept language as a salient 
category of identity and “writing with an accent” as an acceptable target for second 
language writers. This would include being creative with efforts such as the one 
described about the theater production to make the environment more 
multilanguage-friendly, 
• advocate for a university-sponsored editing service that can institute best practices, 
make it more available and affordable for students, and provide an even-level of 
quality for high-stakes documents such as articles for publication, MA theses, and 
PhD dissertations.   
 
In all cases, I look forward to contributing to an environment that is welcoming to 
and strengthened by those who speak and write a multitude of languages, and the enduring 
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Interview Scripts for Participants 
 
These questions were developed for the IRB submission. They reflect the start of the 
interview conversations.  
 
1)Graduate student second language writers who use the Writers Workshop  
 
1. Describe your language background. 
2. Why have you chosen to study in English? 
3. How has your writing in English changed over time? 
4. How does it feel to write in English compared with your native language (L1)? 
5. What do you think you lose and what do you gain when writing in English? 
6. What were your expectations before coming to study in the US? Have they changed 
now that you are studying here? 
7. What do you expect English to do for you? 
8. What do you find challenging/difficult/rewarding about writing in English? 
9. What has helped you most to develop your command of academic written English? 
10. Can you describe your relationship with your advisor and other faculty regarding 
your writing in English? 
11. Who do you go to for help when writing in English? 
12. Have you ever paid for editing? 
13. Why do you come to the Writers Workshop?  
a. Describe your experience – for example, do you always work with the same 
consultant?  
b. What are the most/least helpful kinds of assistance offered by a consultant? 
14. What changes in policy regarding language use and/or writing would you like to see 






2)Writers Workshop consultants who work with SLW graduate students 
 
1. Please broadly describe your experience working as a writing consultant, tutor, or 
teacher. 
2. Tell me about any expertise in a particular field. 
3. Have you been trained to offer SLW assistance? Describe 
4. Tell me about any experience or training you have for working with graduate 
students. 
5. Can you describe differences in working with undergraduate and graduate 
students? 
6. How do you feel about working with SLW writers? Is this different than working 
with native-English speakers? If so, can you describe differences in how you work 
with each? 
7. What are your feelings about non-standard English language usage that does not 
inhibit meaning?  
a. What do you do when faced with non-standard usage? 
8. Are you familiar with the notion of serving as an English-language gatekeeper? 
Discuss. 
9. Would you like more training for working with SLWs? With graduate students?  
10. Are there policies at UIUC and/or the Writers Workshop regarding language, 






(a) For faculty who are themselves SLWs: 
1. Describe your background as a developing second language writer. 
2. What helped you develop your command of English language academic writing? 
3. How does writing in English compare with writing in your L1? 
4. How do you work with your SLW students, especially graduate students? How 
have these strategies/approaches been influenced by your own experiences? 
 
(b) For all faculty: 
1. How do you feel about the increasing number of international student SLWs on 
campus? 
2. How do you feel when faced with non-standard SLWs in your classes and as your 
advisees? 
3. How do you assess SLWs with non-standard usage?  
a. For example, do you correct for grammar? Do you require students to get 
editorial assistance? Do you ignore non-standard usage and read past it for 
ideas? 
4. What do you do when working with a SLW graduate student whose English needs a 
great deal of work? 
a. How do you decide what to do?  
b. Where did you learn what to do?  
c. Has professional training supported you in this?  
5. Would you like (more) training in working with student SLWs? 
6. Should there be university policy regarding SLWs’ command of academic written 
English?  




4)University administrators who work with writing support and ESL programming 
 
1. Can you explain language policy, implicit or explicit, as it operates at UIUC? 
2. What is your role in carrying out any language policies? 












Writing at the University in Increasingly Multilingual Times 
 
You are invited to participate in a study about graduate student second language writers (SLWs) at the 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign (UIUC). Researchers are required to provide a consent form 
such as this to tell you about the research, explain that taking part is voluntary, describe the risks and 
benefits of participation, and help you to make an informed decision. You should feel free to ask the 
researchers any questions you may have. 
 
Lead Researcher: Lisa Chason 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Cameron McCarthy 
Department and Institution: Education Policy, Organization & Leadership at UIUC 
Address and Contact Information: 1310 S Sixth Street, Champaign, IL 61820 
 
Why am I being asked?     
You have been asked to participate because you are a graduate student SLW at UIUC, a consultant at the 
UIUC Writers Workshop who works with graduate student SLWs, a faculty member at UIUC who works 
with graduate student SLWs, or an administrator at UIUC who is involved with programs and policies 
that may affect SLW graduate students. Approximately 40 subjects may be involved in this research. 
 
What procedures are involved?    
The study procedure is an interview based on semi-structured questions that may then lead into discussion 
of the interview topics. This will be audiotaped and transcribed. The interview will take about one hour, 
and you may be requested to engage in one or more follow-up interviews. Interview(s) will be performed 
in a private study room at the UIUC Undergraduate Library or an equally private alternative location 
selected by the interviewee.  
 
Your risks, benefits, and right to withdraw at any time 
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing in this study have no more risk of harm than 
you would experience in everyday life. However, in the course of our discussion a layer of personal 
privacy may be shed. 
You may benefit from the opportunities this research offers to reflect on your experiences 
working as or with SLWs at UIUC. However, the primary benefit of this research is to increase 
understanding of issues faced by SLWs at a U.S. university. Such understanding may eventually improve 
writing instruction and supplemental writing services in higher education. 
Your participation in this research is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to 
participate will not affect your current or future dealings with the University of Illinois Urbana-




SOCIAL BEHAVIORAL RESEARCH CONSENT FORM 
Research Information and Consent for Participation in Social Behavioral Research 
 
 215 
Publication and identifiability 
The results of this research may be published in writing related to Ph.D. requirements, journal articles, 
electronic publications or books and may be presented in course papers, professional conferences or 
lectures. If the study yields recommendations for future policies and programs, these may be discussed 
with responsible parties. Any comments you make in the interview and discussion may be quoted or 
described. Because the interview and discussion may involve some personal details of your experiences, it 
is possible that you could be recognized by people who know you if they hear or read such reports of the 
research.  
We will use all reasonable efforts to keep your personal information confidential, but we cannot 
guarantee absolute confidentiality. To limit identifiability, pseudonyms will be created for each 
participant, and participants will be referred to in the study in ways that do not reveal their identification. 
However, when the nationality, language, position or field of study is significant to the research findings, 
this information may be used. 
All files will be saved on the researcher’s computer, which is password protected. Data collection 
materials will be deleted within three years of the study’s completion. 
When required by law or university policy, identifying information (including your signed consent 
form) may be seen or copied by:  
• The Institutional Review Board that approves research studies;  
• The Office for Protection of Research Subjects and other university departments that oversee 
human subjects research; 
• University and state auditors responsible for oversight of research. 
 
Who should I contact if I have questions?  
Contact the researcher Lisa Chason at lchason2@illinois.edu: 
• if you have any questions about this study or your part in it,   
• if you have questions, concerns or complaints about the research. 
Additionally, if you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or if you 
have any questions about your rights as a research subject, including questions, concerns, complaints, or 
to offer input, you may call the Office for the Protection of Research Subjects (OPRS) at 217-333-2670 or 
e-mail OPRS at irb@illinois.edu 
 
Remember:     
Your participation in this research is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect 
your current or future relations with the University. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw 
at any time without affecting that relationship. 
 
Informed consent 
I have read (or someone has read to me) the above information. I have been given an opportunity to ask 
questions and my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree to participate in this research. 
I verify that I am over 18 years of age. I will be given a copy of this signed and dated form. 
 
       _______  ______ 
Signature      Date 
   ________  
Printed Name 
   _______    _______ ______ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent   Date (must be same as subject’s) 
________  _______  
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LC: My field of study is global education and writing 
studies. I have a long history of working with people 
who are non-native speakers of English and are 
writing in English. We are in an environment at this 
university in which there are many international 
students, and many who are in this situation. 
Can you please tell me about your experience working 
with second language writers? Also, I am only 
interested in graduate students. 
 
PF: Oh, so not about my own experience as a second 
language writer? 
 
LC: That will come next. First you as faculty and your 
graduate students who are coming from other 
countries, from other language backgrounds, who are 
writing in English – what do you do when their 
English is getting in the way, when its problematic for 
you to understand? Is this an issue for you, are you 
concerned about it? 
 
PF: Sure, I try to give them comments about where it’s 
not clear. I sit them down and tell them that I myself 
am a second language writer and trying to make it that 
it’s not something you can’t overcome or something to 
be ashamed of or anything – I have myself been there. 
I used to have the first paper I write in English for one 
of my classes at Berkeley and the teacher used the red 
pen to correct – I think he edited the first 5 pages and 
then he gave up. I got an A on the paper. I think he 
was very generous, going by the content and 
imagining what I wanted to say. But just the red ants 
that were every line, running in between the lines, was 
just shocking when I got it. It was very intimidating 
and I thought, shoot, you know, look at this, the whole 
entire page was red, red ink, with him re-writing my 
sentences. So I kept that for a long time and used to 
show it to international students and say you see this is 
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and you can overcome it, but it wasn’t easy. And so I 
do some of this kind of empathetic talk and trying to  
demystify writing and becoming an English writer and 
knowing that someone like me who’s publishing but 
has had such serious struggles. So that’s one thing I do 
but the 2nd thing is I give comments about where it’s 
not clear – I give the  usual drill about the English 
writing is a very boring thing and I myself was 
shocked that when I was instructed that you have to 
first tell people this is what I’m going to tell you then 
tell them this is what I told you and I was like how 
many (laughs) – and I tell them and I say as shocking 
as it sounds, this is the way we write in Eng. And then 
I go around and in the bubbles and in the margin and 
saying I don’t understand and this is not clear and 
explain it, explain it – the usual thing. But I don’t go 
inside the language to do copy editing.  Because I 
don’t have the confidence, I don’t think, I mean in 
some occasions I do,  if it’s really, really bad, but I’m 
not the kind, I do a little bit of it as I said if it’s really 
obvious, but I… yeah, so in that sense I do some of it, 
a little bit of it, but a lot of times, when it’s a large 
document, I hire an editor and give them the 
dissertation or Masters thesis – which is like 100 
pages, 200 pages or more to somebody whose job it is 
– they can do it so much faster and so much better. I 
notice that when I get focused on editing the language 
then I can’t engage with the content. And I can’t do 
both. I have had faculty who have worked on my work 
that just naturally they edit, when I was a graduate 
student and they engaged with the content. But I don’t 
have that ability and the usual person, anyone else in 
my position, would have by now after 40 years, by 
now I should have been so fluent in writing and 
editing and all of that, that this should have been 
second nature, but I am not. I am still, still, still today 
needing somebody to edit my writing.  
Amongst my colleagues there are many who after all 
these years are totally in command of the language but 
I’m not one of those. So because it is still a struggle 
for me I do minimal line editing for students, but I do 
by commenting trying to help them. See how their 
point is not coming across. Because that is how I go 
about it. 
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PF: Yes, of course. If they are not from India or 
Bangladesh or Pakistan, rigorously educated in 
boarding schools in English – if it’s not one of those 
then it’s always, always trouble – Brazilian students, 
my God – the last one who graduated, she wrote like 
three times what I expected and what anyone in her 
position for a Master’s thesis should write. But that I 
think is just the way it is – they go around and around 
and around. 
 
LC: Oh, you mean it was wordy – it was three times 
more wordy. 
 
PF: Yes, wordy. So I see it in my international 
students who are not educated in English– they have 
the kinds of problems that I had. And I had to tell her 
you tell the reader what you’re going to tell them and 
you tell them – and she said this is boring! I see the 
struggle in them and it reminds me of myself. 
 
LC: Do you see that after they have worked with you 
and they’ve done some writing and they’ve gotten 
feedback, that they take up what you’re saying?  
 
PF: Yes, yes – I see their improvement for sure. And 
again maybe it is a good thing that I don’t line edit 
because I don’t give it to them, the final product, I 
keep saying: it’s hard to follow the logic, it’s not clear, 
you could say it shorter, the sentence is too long, break 
it down --  so I do make comments like this. But I 
don’t break down the sentence for them. So maybe 
that is a good thing, I don’t know. But I definitely do 
see the improvement afterward.  I have seen it in 
almost every case., that they come back stronger in the 
second…  The very final version is when I give out 
some line editing – but before it gets to that point it 
has gone through at least a couple of drafts that they 
take in the suggestions, and improve. 
 
LC: Let’s shift to your own experience – so you’ve 
described the way you instruct, assist your students to 
write in English – can you describe your own learning 
of that process for yourself, your own development, 
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PF: I still don’t think I’ve learned it – maybe it has 
been one tiny step at a time – a long process. When I 
was a graduate student I hired another PhD student  -- 
I remember he was doing his PhD in English – a 
Canadian, I think his field was maybe poetry or 
creative writing, I’m not sure – I used to pay him and 
he would read my papers and help me revise them – 
soon it became a kind of abusive relationship – he 
used his power to shine me down or to make fun of me 
– didn’t I tell you this, didn’t we do this last time – 
and maybe he was right that I’m not fast – as I say, 
anyone in my position would be by now be like a first 
language speaker, but I am not the kind that quickly 
picked it up. And maybe that was the reason, maybe 
he was just unhappy in his own life, maybe he was 
enjoying the power he had over me, because at end of 
semester I have to submit my paper, I’m stressed out, 
so still it became kind of non-productive and then I 
stopped it. It wasn’t good for me, I didn’t care how 
much English was a problem for me or not (laughs). 
So I started there – it was at Berkeley, I was a graduate 
student – I remember we were sitting in one of the 
communal rooms and the way in which he was talking 
to me was very upsetting to another person who I 
didn’t know who that person was who overheard – and 
afterward in a break that we had, or I was outside 
smoking, I’m not sure, and he said I really am sorry 
that this has happened, this is very disturbing to see 
how he talks to you – that helped me realize that I’m 
right to feel that. It’s not right. 
 
LC: Wow, and it still stays with you. 
 
PF: Yeah, I’m glad I told him I don’t need your help 
anymore. I paid him. But I don’t know who did I go to 
– that is what I don’t know. Or did that help me to just 
rely on my own, myself and do it – I’m not sure – but I 
have always had somebody to help me with English. 
What was the question? 
 
LC: Your own development of writing in this English 
way. 
 
PF: Yes, some of it has been people telling me. The 
most extensive maybe was in that period when I was a 
student.  Then I would sit down and the person would 
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who it comes easily 
to? 
try to explain to me why what I’m writing is not the 
right way – but soon after it became like I knew the 
sentence is too long, I knew the passive voice, I knew 
a lot of these things, so it wasn’t like I was learning 
anything by hearing about it – I just had to be able to 
do it. And I think gradually it helped me just by doing 
it. I’ve been very, you know, tenacious, and I think 
that is a characteristic of me. Anyone else maybe 
would have given up. Writing is extremely, 
excruciatingly painful for me – an email that 
somebody would compose in a flash – would take me 
an hour – I’m very slow and difficult, serious 
difficulty with writing. – and the fact that I have 
published so much and wrote a book that other people 
read and say it reads well – is amazing. If I was not so 
tenacious and had so much perseverance I would have 
given up and not done it. 
 
 
